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Аннотация
The Valentine Bride: Louise Valentine's just been offered a job. Max Valentine wants to use her famous PR skills to help save the family business. But since discovering she was adopted, Louise is feeling less than charitable toward the Valentines! Family loyalty wins, and sparks fly as she and Max work together. Even though Max has always been strictly off-limits, now they're both falling hard and fast. Will the past stand in the way of this special Valentine wedding? One Summer in Italy�: Holly became enchanted by the pleading eyes of a motherless little girl and entranced by the girl's mysterious father, Matteo. Before she knew what was happening, she had been swept away to their luxurious family villa in Rome. As the long summer days slowly began to fade, Holly discovered that within the walls of this home and in the heart of the man she was coming to love, hid some dark secrets- secrets that would finally set them all free. The Boss's Pregnancy Proposal: Working for her heart-stoppingly handsome boss shouldn't have been so hard, but could Callie Stevens let her attraction get the best of her when he asked her to have his baby? Of course, love wouldn't enter into the arrangement. Or would it? A busy CEO, Grant wanted a family, but he'd been devastated by love. Sensible Callie was exactly what he was looking for. Yet as they prepared for their little bundle of joy, Grant's control slipped. Maybe Callie was exactly what his heart needed.
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The Valentine Bride by Liz Fielding




This book is for my daughter, Amy;
the joy of my life, my dearest friend, she
fills my head with stories and never fails to
make me laugh.





CHAPTER ONE

�I�VE printed out the PR schedule for this week�s lead-up to the relaunch. The City Lights tie-in-� Louise Valentine broke off as her cell phone began to burble. �I�ll have to take this,� she said, excusing herself from the Nash Group executives gathered around the conference table for her briefing. �I�m expecting a call from the editor��
But as she flipped open the phone the caller ID warned her that it wasn�t editor of the country�s major �scene� magazine.
It was Max.
For a moment she couldn�t think, couldn�t move, but then he�d always had that effect on her. Reducing her to a quivering wreck with a look that suggested it was a toss up whether he kissed her or strangled her. Since kissing her wasn�t an option, she�d made a point of keeping her distance other than at family gatherings. Even then, by mutual consent, they�d chosen opposite ends of the room.
Unfortunately that was no longer a choice for either of them, but clearly Max was as unhappy about that as she was. He had certainly taken his time about making a moment in his busy schedule to talk to her about taking on marketing and publicity for the Bella Lucia restaurant group now that he was in charge.
Well, too bad. Her schedule was busy, too. She wasn�t sitting around waiting for the phone to ring. On the contrary, the phone never stopped ringing. She was in demand, a success in her own right.
She hadn�t looked back since the day he�d fired her from the family business, leaving her in no doubt that, far from being an asset to Bella Lucia, as far as he was concerned she was nothing but a liability.
Okay, she�d be kidding herself if she didn�t admit that there had been moments in the last couple of weeks when she�d found herself doodling ideas on her jotter, daydreaming about what she�d do if she did take on PR and marketing of the Bella Lucia restaurants; the fact that it would mean working with Max never failed to tip the dream over the edge into nightmare territory.
Even now he was only calling her because he�d had his arm twisted; she knew he�d have refused point blank to consider it if the suggestion had come from anyone but Jack. Max�s half-brother might not have wanted to stick around and run the company himself, but as he was a major investor his suggestions carried the kind of weight that not even Max could ignore.
So far Max hadn�t been able to find the time to pick up the phone and ask her if she was interested in the job, forget actually getting to the point of sitting down and talking the future through with her. Hadn�t done one thing to make her feel she was needed, that her ideas would be welcome, let alone valued. Well, why would he? She wasn�t a genuine Valentine-
�Louise?�
She glanced up, realised that everyone was waiting. She snapped the phone shut, turned it off, tried to recall where she�d been in her briefing. City Lights�
�As you know, City Lights ran the offer for a limited number of complimentary tickets to the opening of your London flagship restaurant in today�s issue. Free food, live music and the opportunity to mingle with celebrities; a chance to live the aspirational lifestyle for a night.� She looked up. �You�ll be gratified to learn that the response was so great that it crashed the City Lights systems, a story that was reported in the later editions of the London evening papers and will run in the diary columns of tomorrow�s dailies.�
�Well done, Louise,� Oliver Nash said. �With luck the tickets will be changing hands on eBay for hard cash by this time tomorrow.�
�If they are,� she replied, matter-of-factly, �luck will have had nothing to do with it.�
Max heard the voicemail prompt click in, then Louise�s cool, businesslike voice suggesting he leave a message, assuring him that she would return his call as soon as possible.
That would be about as likely as a cold day in hell, he thought, ignoring the invitation and tossing the phone onto his desk. Why would Louise bother to call him back? Why would she waste one moment of her time doing what he wanted? It had been years but she�d never forgotten, or forgiven him for firing her.
As if he�d had any choice.
One of them had had to go and Bella Lucia was his future, the one fixed point in his life. Even when his father had been changing wives faster than most men changed cars. When his mother had been more interested in her career, her lovers.
Everyone knew that Louise was just filling in time at the Chelsea restaurant until she fulfilled her mother�s ambition for her by marrying a title so that she could spend the rest of her life swanning around a country estate, decorating the pages of Country Life, while a nanny raised her kids�
Not that the problem had been all her fault.
The truth was that he�d never been able to think straight around Louise and it had been ten times worse since she�d returned from a summer spent in Italy with a full set of curves, blonde curls that looked as if they had been tousled by some dark-eyed Latin and eyes that seemed to mock him.
If she hadn�t been his cousin�
But she was. Family. Which meant that after college she�d joined the company, working in his restaurant, a situation about as restful as ploughing a minefield; you just never knew when the next explosion was going to happen.
The effect on the staff had been bad enough, but when a particularly disruptive outburst had involved a group of diners he�d had no choice but to fire her on the spot. No choice�
He could cheerfully throttle Jack for putting him in this position.
All the time he�d been in Qu�Arim, setting up the new restaurant, he�d been doing his best to convince himself that his half-brother didn�t know what he was talking about.
Obviously he was right about the need to bring in some heavyweight PR muscle. It was a different world from the dreary postwar era; when his grandfather had opened his first restaurant, people had flocked to eat good Italian food served in warm and welcoming surroundings. Under the control of his father and uncle, they�d grown complacent. They�d been living off reputation, history, for too long. The business had stagnated. The restaurant in Qu�Arim was just the beginning of a new era of global expansion, but to make it work they needed someone who could update the image, get them reviewed, talked about; re-define them not just as a London, but a worldwide �A-list� restaurant group.
Except that it wasn�t �they� any more.
The future of the company was in his hands and his alone. He needed someone. And his brother had made it clear that he didn�t just need someone with Louise�s talent to take up the challenge.
He needed Louise.
Of course, Jack, having dropped that little bombshell, had waltzed off back to New York leaving him to convince Louise to drop everything and come and work for him.
Yes, well. Having driven her away in the first place, he had to be the one to convince her to return. Whatever it took. Because it seemed to him that just at this moment Louise needed him, just a little, too, whether she�d admit it or not.
He wasn�t fooling himself that it would be easy. Louise might have been a useless ma�tre d�, more interested in flirting with the customers than doing her job, but since then she�d carved out a brilliant career for herself in marketing and PR. Her client list included one of the most successful restaurant chains in the country. She knew everyone in the business. Everyone in the media. And her mother�s high society family gave her an in with the social elite. She was �A� list.
She was also bright enough to know that Bella Lucia needed her a lot more than she needed Bella Lucia.
That he needed her a lot more than she needed him.
If the situation were reversed, if he were in her shoes, he knew he wouldn�t listen to one word she had to say until she was on her knees, begging.
He hoped, for his knees� sake, that she wasn�t inclined to carry a grudge that far.
Fat chance, he thought, checking the time.
If he shifted himself, he should catch her leaving the office. It wouldn�t be so easy for her to ignore him face to face.
�You are a wonder, Louise.� Oliver Nash had waited while she locked up, walked her down to the street and now continued to hold her hand long after it had ceased to be the kind of handshake that concluded a successful meeting. �Are you going to let me take you to dinner somewhere special? So that I can thank you properly?�
�You�ll get my account at the end of the month, Oliver. Prompt payment is all the thanks I need.�
�One of these days you�ll make my day and say yes.�
She laughed. �One of these days I�ll say yes, you old fraud, and scare you half to death. Go home to your lovely wife.�
�You know me too well,� he said, then as he bent to kiss her cheek she saw Max leaning against his muscular sports car, watching them.
�Dumped your toy boy for a sugar-daddy, Lou?� he asked.
Louise was thankful that the shadows were deep enough to disguise the flush that had darkened her cheeks. Even now he only had to look at her, speak to her, be in the same room, to send a shiver of something dark, something dangerous, rippling through her body. To disturb the even tenor of her life.
Not that there had been much that was even about it in the last few months.
Oliver, his hand still firmly holding hers, raised a brow a fraction of an inch and, since there was no way to avoid making introductions, she said, �Oliver, I don�t believe you know my�� She caught herself. She was still readjusting to her new identity. Still forgot��I don�t believe you know Max Valentine. Max, Oliver Nash is a valued client; the chairman of the Nash Group.�
�Fast food?� Max replied.
�Fast profit,� Oliver replied, more amused than annoyed at being the butt of a younger man�s jealousy. �How�s business in the slow food sector?�
The exchange, unpleasant though it was, had given her time to recover, put up the barriers with a distant smile, and she stepped in before it deteriorated further.
�I�ll see you tomorrow, Oliver,� she said.
�You�ll be all right?� He looked up as a thin, icy rain began to fall, then at Max. �I�d be happy to give you a lift.�
�Louise and I have business to discuss, Nash,� Max intervened, his hand at her elbow, before she could be tempted to let Oliver chauffeur her as far as the nearest underground station in his Rolls. �Family business.�
His hand was barely touching her. Max never touched her if he could help it, not since that summer before she�d gone away to Italy; after that everything had changed.
They had changed. Become unsettlingly aware of each other in a way that, for cousins, wasn�t quite�decent.
Except that now she knew they weren�t cousins. That she�d been adopted�
Carefully lifting her arm away, she said, �Office hours are from ten until six, Max-�
�It�s nearly eight.�
He didn�t look at his watch and she wondered exactly how long he�d been waiting for her to emerge from her office. Her PA had left a little after six-she had a life-and it must have been before then, or how would he have known she was still on the premises?
She refused to feel guilty about that. Or rise to his bait. She didn�t have to explain herself to him. To anybody.
�For valued clients,� she said, �office hours are infinitely expandable.�
�Infinitely?�
She ignored the innuendo. What she did, whom she did it with, was nothing to do with him.
�If you want to discuss business,� she advised, �I suggest you call my secretary tomorrow and make an appointment. I may have an hour to spare some time next week.�
She turned to Oliver, said, �Thanks for the offer, but I won�t take you out of your way.� She kissed his cheek. �I�ll see you tomorrow at the photo-shoot.�
Neither she nor Max spoke until the Rolls had pulled away from the kerb. Then she turned to him, said, �Aren�t you missing something, Max?�
�A PR consultant?� he offered.
She shook her head. �I was referring to your usual accessory blonde. I imagine they have names, but it�s so hard to keep up.�
She gained a certain amount of pleasure in seeing him clamp down hard, forced for once to hold his tongue, keep his temper in check. Taking unfair advantage of his predicament, she looked up and down the nearly empty street as if his latest airhead might have wandered off to do some window-shopping.
�Maybe it�s a little cold for such delicate creatures to be out,� she added, even as she mentally slapped her wrist for goading him when he couldn�t retaliate. But she owed him for that toy boy/sugar-daddy remark. �No, I�ve just remembered. At the Christmas party you were flirting with Maddie, but she left with Jack, didn�t she? The brother who inherited your father�s good manners.�
�According to Jack,� he said, �the only blonde I need at the moment is you.�
�Really?� She tutted. �Then you�re really going to have to try harder, aren�t you?�
And, having done with Max, she raised her hand to summon a cruising taxi. He beat her to the door, opened it, climbed in after her.
�Excuse me but this is my taxi. You have a car,� she reminded him.
�We have to talk.�
�You have to talk. I don�t have to listen.�
He didn�t wait for an answer but gave the driver her address.
�Hijacking my taxi isn�t going to get you what you want,� she said.
�What will?� he asked, sitting back in the far corner of the cab, as far from her as he could get.
That didn�t please her either.
�Nothing. I have a thriving business, more clients than I can handle. Why would I be interested in leaving that to work for Bella Lucia? More to the point, why would I spare one minute of my time to listen to you?�
�You�re family, Lou. That should be enough.�
�Family? Haven�t you been paying attention, Max? That was all just a pretty fiction invented by the Valentines. Your parents, the people who pretended to be my parents. If you�re looking for a family connection you�ve come to the wrong person.�
�Don�t be ridiculous. Of course you�re family-�
She arched a brow. �If you�ve come to demand my loyalty, you�re going to have to try a little harder.�
�Not demand-�
She cut him off before he could perjure himself.
�As I recall, being �family��� she made those irritating little quote marks with her fingers; irritating Max when she had the upper hand was so satisfying ��wasn�t enough the last time I was on the payroll. It certainly didn�t save me from the humiliation of being sacked in front of an entire restaurant full of diners. I�m sorry, Max, but I don�t see the attraction of working for you. I may be blonde, but I�m not dumb.�
�That was a long time ago, Lou.�
�Yes, it was, but what�s changed, hmm? You�re still treating me like some stupid girl who doesn�t know her left from her right. Insulting me in front of an important client. Ignoring my wishes. Well, I�ve got news for you: I�m not a girl, I�m a fully grown woman and I�ve built up a successful business from nothing, just the way William Valentine did. You should try it some time, then you might have a little more respect.�
She swallowed. Wished she hadn�t said that. Bella Lucia was Max�s life. He worked harder than anyone to make it a success. If it had gone down in the recent financial crisis, no one would have been hit harder, or deserved it less.
It was always the same. The minute she was with him, she lost her head, stopped behaving like a rational woman.
She leaned forward, rapped sharply on the driver�s window. �Pull over, please.�
The cabbie pulled into the kerb, but Max didn�t move. �This won�t go away, Lou.�
Probably not, but she was tired, she had another long day ahead of her tomorrow, and while a row with Max was always exhilarating she discovered that she wasn�t enjoying this one.
�You want me to get down on my knees and beg, is that it?� he pressed.
That was almost too tempting, but Max, on his knees, would not be a supplicant. He would simply be demonstrating-at least in his own eyes-that he was bigger than she was. That he could forgive and forget. That in clinging to her grudge, she hadn�t been able to move on. As he knelt at her feet his eyes would still be telling her that he was the winner.
�All I want,� she said, carefully, slowly, �is for you to listen to what I�m saying. I�m saying goodnight, Max.�
For a moment she thought he was going to protest, force the issue, but then without another word he opened the door and stepped out of the cab, handing the driver a note to cover her fare home-still trying to keep control-and, shrugging his collar up against the rain, he began to walk back to his car.
Louise, left in the cab, was shaking, hating Max for putting her through that, hating herself for caring.
�Is that it?� The driver, having clearly heard everything, turned around. �Do you want me to drive on? You�re not going to change your mind and want me to go after him? Once I turn the corner I�ll be locked in the one-way system and there�ll be no way back.�
Max could do nothing but walk away. Acknowledge that, having behaved like a moron, he�d got no more than he deserved. What made it worse was that he wasn�t like that; at least not with anyone else. He made an exception for Louise.
She never failed to bring out the worst in him.
He only had to look at her and he reverted from civilised man into some kind of Neanderthal.
Maybe she was right, he thought, hunching his shoulders against the icy rain that matched his mood. Nothing had changed. They hadn�t been able to work together all those years ago and time had done nothing to mellow either of them.
He�d made the offer but she wasn�t interested.
He stopped, blew out a long breath that smoked in the cold air. If someone had made him an offer like that, he wouldn�t have been impressed either.
He�d wasted a perfectly good opportunity. He�d planned to ask her to join him for a drink, a meal maybe, and when he�d turned up just after six he�d thought he�d timed it just right. It had begun to unravel from the minute he�d arrived when her assistant, who had already had her coat on, had told him that Lou was in a meeting that was likely to go on for a while, but he could wait if he wanted to.
Sitting around in the outer office waiting for her attention wasn�t what he�d had in mind and he should have left then, but, having wound himself up to see her, he�d chosen to wait in his car.
How long could she be?
Too long.
He�d had time to dwell on the memory of the Christmas party. Another failure. He�d known how bruised she must be feeling. Discovering that you were adopted at her age must be like having the solid ground beneath your feet turn to quicksand.
He�d planned to talk to her, let her know that he was there for her, but then she�d turned up in that outrageous outfit with some underage muscle-bound jerk on her arm.
On one level he�d known that it was just her way of showing the older generation, her parents, his father, just how angry she was with all of them for lying to her and he didn�t blame her for that.
On a more primitive level�
He shook his head. He should have made more of an effort, he knew. Called her, found time for her, given her a chance to sound off and get it out of her system. He�d been busy, they�d both been busy, but how long did a phone call take?
Not that she�d needed him; the Australian might have been on the young side, but he�d had shoulders wide enough for half a dozen women to weep onto at once.
He�d just got to the stage of telling himself if he�d been there for her she wouldn�t have needed to reach for a stranger when she�d walked out of the building with Oliver Nash, at which point he�d offered a classic demonstration of how to make a fool of yourself without really trying.
Only Louise could do that to him.
He flipped open his cell phone, called Louise�s number. This is not personal, he told himself. This is not for me, it�s for Bella Lucia. If he could just stop thinking of her as a difficult, disturbing nuisance, start treating her as the talented professional she undoubtedly was, start listening instead of jumping in with both feet�
This time when the voicemail prompted him to leave a message, he said, �Louise, I know you�re busy.� He paused. Whatever it took��When you have a moment I�d be grateful if you could spare me an hour to talk about the future, about Bella Lucia-�
�Max�� Lou�s voice cut in. He stared at the phone, frowned. Could you override voicemail and take the call?
�Max!�
He spun around.
Louise was caught in the light from the store windows, raindrops glistening in her hair, on the shoulders of her long black coat.
She�d ditched the cab, come after him, and for a moment he couldn�t find the breath to speak.
�Louise�I was just leaving a message.�
�I heard you.� She was almost smiling, he thought. �You were so polite. You must be really desperate.� Then, when he didn�t move, she spread her hands and glanced up at the sky, said, �So? Are we going to stand out here in the rain, or did you have a plan?�
�A drink? Dinner?� he said, scarcely able to believe his luck. She�d come back. �I know this really good Italian restaurant in the King�s Road.�
�Dinner,� she said, �but somewhere neutral. Not Bella Lucia.�
He clamped his jaw shut, suspecting that she was trying to provoke him. Hoping he�d give her another excuse to turn her back on him.
�Anywhere,� he said. �You decide.�
The restaurant she chose was close to her office and she was greeted with warmth by the staff. This, rather than Bella Lucia, was clearly the restaurant she used to meet with her clients, with the media people she was wooing.
His failure.
They were shown to their table, served quickly and efficiently, left to themselves and, much as it pained him to admit it, on this occasion she�d made the right choice. If they�d gone to one of his restaurants, his attention would have been constantly distracted by what was happening around them. His ears tuned to the reactions of fellow diners, listening out for problems instead of to her.
He�d seen his father act that way. The business had always been more important to him than anything. Anyone.
He�d tried to emulate him in business, if not in his personal life.
Tonight he needed to focus his full attention on Louise, put his whole heart into getting her on board.
It wasn�t difficult. At seventeen, when she�d returned from Italy a newly minted woman, she�d been stunning. The years since had only added layers of character, style, polish and it was easy to see why a man of any age would want to worship at her feet. He couldn�t afford to join them.
�How was your trip to Australia?� he asked. �Melbourne, wasn�t it? Did you enjoy it? What�s it like?�
�Is that code for would it make a suitable venue for a Bella Lucia restaurant?�
She was warning him to back off, he realised, telling him that her other, newly discovered, family was nothing to do with him. He wanted to dispute that. She was a Valentine and all her family were important. This was not the time, however.
�Are you suggesting that I have a one-track mind?� he asked.
She took a sip of water. Said nothing.
Obviously she was.
�So?� he pressed, turning her question to his own advantage. Getting her to open up about Bella Lucia. �Melbourne? What do you think?�
�I think you�re leaping to the conclusion that I give a damn about Bella Lucia.�
�It�s fed, sheltered and kept the designer clothes on your back for two-thirds of your life,� he reminded her. �Paid for the apartment that Uncle John gave you when you decided it was time to leave home. I think you might give the tiniest damn, don�t you?�
It was cruel. She blushed, swallowed, but he�d got her. She might be angry, bitter, but she knew what she owed to John and Ivy Valentine. She might not want to play happy families at the moment, but she wasn�t a fool, she must know she couldn�t walk away from them that easily and if she needed reminding, he�d be happy to oblige.
But while he�d hooked her, she wasn�t happy about it.
�How do you plan a marketing campaign?� he asked, bowing to her expertise, using flattery to reel her in. �Where do you start?�
For a moment she resisted, toyed with the linguine she�d ordered. He didn�t leap in, try to push her.
�The first thing is to establish the brand,� she said, at last.
�Brand?� He frowned. �We�re not one of Nash�s fast-food outlets.�
She dismissed his remark with an impatient gesture. �Don�t be so narrow in your thinking, Max.� Then, �What do you think brings someone through the door of a Bella Lucia restaurant?�
�It depends which someone. Which restaurant. They�re each unique. Individual in style, atmosphere. A man who met his colleagues for a business lunch at Berkeley Square would probably choose to take his wife for dinner in Knightsbridge, might have a coming-of-age celebration for one of his children in Chelsea.�
�Who would he take to Qu�Arim?�
He thought about it. Thought who he�d take there, then shook his head to clear the image he had of Louise there. With him.
�A woman he was in love with,� he said. Then, �The oasis is the very essence of romance.�
�A very over-used word.� She regarded him for a moment, then said, �If it was a fabric, what would it be?�
�A fabric?�
�Cotton?� she offered. �No? Cashmere? Tweed? Velvet? Linen? Silk?� She ticked them off on her fingers.
�Silk,� he said. �With a touch of cashmere.�
�And if it was a time of day?�
�Night,� he said, before she could list the options. �Black with a sliver of moon, stars close enough to touch.�
�Every man a desert sheikh, every woman his captive slave? That�s not romance, Max, that�s a sexual fantasy.�
�Is that bad?�
�Probably not,� she admitted, a touch ruefully. �It�s not very PC to say this but sex sells.� Then, more to herself than him, �I wonder what a woman�s response would be.�
His smile was slow, thoughtful. �I�ll take you there. Then you can tell me.�
�I�m the one conducting a market survey,� she said, swiftly evading the elephant trap she�d so carelessly dug for herself. �Tell me more.�
He needed no prompting to describe the setting of the resort, the undiluted luxury. �We�re very fortunate, Lou. Surim could have had his pick of international restaurateurs.�
�The old school tie is still worth something, then.�
�If you�re going to save someone from a beating, it might as well be a future head of state,� he agreed.
Louise shook her head. �Sorry. I didn�t mean to be quite that cynical. I know you�re good friends. Do you still play polo in his team?�
�Not recently. It�s tough finding time to keep match fit.�
�You need to get out from behind the desk, Max. All work and no play-�
�Says the lady who�s just worked a ten-hour day.�
�Twelve, actually.� She pulled a face, shrugged. �I was at the office at eight. But it�s only while I�m working on the HOTfood relaunch.� Then, quickly, moving on before he could say anything about pots and kettles, �Okay, tell me about the food at the new restaurant. Mediterranean? Arabic? What is there beyond tabbouleh, hummus, the mezza?�
He smiled at her ignorance. �Arab cuisine was once the most sophisticated in the entire world, Louise, embraced by the mediaeval courts of Europe.�
�Really? I like that. Tell me more.�
As she pushed him for details, forcing him to reach beyond the basics, Max actually began to relax, feel that this was, after all, going to be possible.
�I meant it when I said I�d take you there. I�d like you to see it for yourself.�
�And after Qu�Arim, what then?� she asked, not picking up on his invitation, but not refusing it, either. �How far and how fast are you planning to take this?�
�How big is the world? The Americas, Asia, Europe.�
�Europe? Have you considered Meridia?�
�Obviously it�s on the list.�
�I suggest you put it at the top. Bella Lucia catered for the coronation, and now that your sister is Queen I�d have a bidding war from the gossip mags to cover the opening of a new restaurant there.�
�We don�t display our clientele for the media, Lou. We give them privacy.�
�Okay, I could use that as an angle. Pictures of the interior preopening offering a glimpse of something most people will never see. Mystery, privacy, the unattainable. A glimpse of lace is always more intriguing than total nudity.�
Max found himself staring at the cashmere sweater Louise was wearing. It was some complicated wrap-around thing that crossed over her breasts, offering no more than a suggestion of cleavage, a promise of hidden delights. She didn�t have to explain the allure of the unattainable to him. He�d lived with it for as long as he could remember.



CHAPTER TWO

�THAT rather depends on who�s wearing the lace,� Max said abruptly. �And what she looks like when she�s shed it.�
Louise raised an eyebrow. What was eating him?
�You�ve spent more time in Meridia than I have,� he went on, before she could ask. �What are the options for us there?�
She shrugged, let it go. �What are the limits of your imagination? Somewhere really sumptuous high up in the old part of the capital, near the castle. Or maybe something completely different. A place where families could sit outside and eat in the summer. Maybe somewhere with a dock, since everybody seems to have a boat.�
Seeing it in her mind�s eye, she was suddenly seized with enthusiasm, her thoughts running faster than she could say them.
�A lakeside pavilion, perhaps. Something��
�Something what?� Max prompted.
�Um�Something simple, uncluttered, informal,� she said, suddenly realising that she was using her hands to describe her thoughts. She�d always done that. Her mother used to say it was her Italian ancestry coming out. Nonsense, of course. There was no Italian connection; John Valentine had been born before his father had ever met Lucia. But then her entire history had been founded on lies�
�How soon can you wind up your business and join us, Louise?� he asked, cutting into the black thoughts that threatened to engulf her.
Bringing her back to earth.
�Excuse me?� Her tone was deceptively mild. Her assistant would have winced. But for a few minutes there she�d let herself imagine a different future, forget reality, but Max never let her down. Already he was assuming he�d won, but then he was a man programmed never to lose.
�Why on earth would I give up a business I�ve built from scratch to come and work for you?�
Max smiled. �It�s a bit late to start pretending you�re not interested, Lou.�
�I��In her enthusiasm she�d leaned into the table and suddenly realised just how close they were. Close enough for her to drown in dangerously deep blue eyes that had been mesmerising her for as long as she could remember. Close enough to catch the warm, male scent of his skin. To feel the tug of something she�d been resisting since she was old enough to understand that it was wrong.
She sat back, putting enough distance between them to feel, if not safe, then in control. �My interest is purely professional, Max.�
There had been a time she would have died of happiness to have Max wanting her, needing her, but there was no way she�d give up her independence and crawl back under the shelter of the Valentine umbrella. Not now. She didn�t need them. Didn�t need him.
�Apart from anything else, I�m considering branching out myself,� she said, �opening an office in Melbourne, using that as my base in Australia.�
He looked as if she�d hit him with a club.
She might have enjoyed that more if she hadn�t been swept away, just for a moment, thinking what might have been. If anyone but Max were involved.
�You have a life, a family here,� he protested.
�You think so? Now Dad�s skeletons have climbed out of the closet I find myself excess to requirements.�
Max looked as if he was going to deny it, but they�d both seen just how far John Valentine would go for sons he�d only just discovered existed. Even when one of them had nearly ruined the company, he�d still been sheltered, cared for. Loved.
�Have you told your parents? That you�re considering moving to Australia?�
Louise swallowed. �Not yet.�
�You�re hurting, I understand that, but don�t cut yourself off from your family, Louise.�
Family, family�He was always going on about the precious family; as a boy he�d spent more time with hers than with his own�
�I take it the toy boy is part of the plan,� he said, an edge to his voice that could have cut glass.
Relieved to be out of the quicksand of family relationships, she managed an arch, �Are you, by any chance, referring to Cal Jameson?�
�If he�s the one who was all over you at the Christmas party, then yes, that�s who I mean.�
�He wasn�t all over me,� she declared.
So much for her vow to keep her cool. With Max, that was only ever going to be a temporary measure.
�Oh, please. You arrived at the Christmas party dressed like some centrefold Santa-�
�I always come as Santa!�
With the long-running friction between her father and Uncle Robert-Max�s father-the family Christmas party was a minefield of tension at the best of times and she�d taken to turning up in a Santa suit bearing a sack filled with clever little presents matched to each member of the family. Her contribution to peace on earth in the Valentine family; bath oil on troubled waters.
This year, though, there had been two new family members; the sons that John Valentine hadn�t known existed until a few months ago. Her only reason for pouring oil would have been to set fire to it so she�d abandoned the traditional �ho, ho, ho� Santa outfit in favour of a red suede miniskirt with matching boots, a white angora crop top and a mistletoe navel ring-one that lit up and flashed in the dark.
Her cheeks heated at the memory. With the twenty-twenty vision of hindsight it was obvious that inviting Cal to kiss her under the mistletoe-purely to wind up a scowling Max-had been a mistake.
She should have anticipated that he�d ask, �How far under��
�I have family in Australia,� she said, quickly, before Max made the kind of remark guaranteed to provoke her beyond reason. �A married sister.�
�You barely know her,� he pointed out, infuriatingly reasonable.
�And already I like her a lot better than I like you. Nothing has changed, Max!� She stood up, desperate to escape, desperate for air. �I don�t need this.�
He was on his feet, blocking her exit before she could take a step. �You need it,� he said. �You need it like breathing. Admit it. You�re lit up with excitement at the thought of coming back.� She shook her head, but he repeated the words. �Lit up like the Christmas tree in Trafalgar Square.�
�No!�
�You�re a Valentine, Lou. Bella Lucia is in your blood.�
She almost gasped at his lack of understanding. Where had he been the last few months? Had he any idea�?
No. Of course not. Max didn�t do �feeling�. He was so utterly focussed on Bella Lucia, so absorbed by it, that he didn�t need normal human emotion.
Well, she would just have to explain it to him. In words of one syllable�
�Is that what you really think?� she demanded.
�It�s what I know. It�s what I see-�
�Shall I tell you what I�ll be doing tomorrow?� she demanded, not interested in what he could see. The question was purely rhetorical; she was going to tell him whether he wanted to know or not. �I�m going to be taking afternoon tea in the restaurant on the top floor of the National Portrait Gallery. Minimalist elegance, smoked salmon sandwiches and great views should conversation prove difficult.�
�Why should it prove difficult?� Then, barely able to conceal his satisfaction, �You�re kissing off the Australian?�
�What? No�� She swiped at the air in front of her face, pushing his interruption away, pushing him away, the pervasive power of his presence. �Cal isn�t��
�What?�
�Cal isn�t any of your business,� she snapped. �I�m meeting my mother, tomorrow.� Then, just to be sure he understood, �Not your aunt, Max. Not Ivy Valentine.� Not the woman who, all her life, she�d been told was her mother. �I�m meeting Patricia Simpson Harcourt, the total stranger who, it seems, actually gave birth to me. The woman who�ll be able to tell me who my father was, what he looked like, because the only thing I do know about him is that he wasn�t John Valentine.�
�Louise-�
�You do see, don�t you?� she asked, cutting short his attempt to interrupt, to tell her that it didn�t matter. Because it did. �You do see how wrong you are? Valentine blood does not flow through my veins. Not one drop of it. The only liquid connecting me to the Valentine family is the ink on the adoption certificate.�
�Please, Lou.� He caught her hand, refusing to let her pass him. Escape. �Don�t do anything hasty. Bella Lucia needs you.� Then, almost as if it hurt him to say the words, he finally said what she�d always wanted to hear. �I need you.�
His words brought her up short. She might mock his dedication, but Max had always been the one everyone else depended on. The one that everyone else turned to in a crisis. For him to admit that he needed anyone had to be a first. For him to admit that he needed her�
�Y-you sacked me,� she said, more to remind herself what he�d done than jog his memory. It had been a scene neither of them was likely to forget. �In front of the entire restaurant. You didn�t care that I was family then-�
�That was the problem, Lou,� he cut in. Then, more gently, �That was always the problem.�
�I-I don�t understand.�
�Don�t you?�
Of course she did. As a girl she�d worshipped him. She should have grown up, got over it. It hadn�t worked out like that. Quite the contrary. Even now he had the power to reduce her to a gibbering idiot, a mass of exposed hormones. All it took was the touch of his hand to turn her to jelly. If she didn�t get out of here now�
�Don�t you?� he insisted. �Are you really that stupid?�
�Thanks for that, Max,� she said, snatching away her hand. For a moment she�d thought that maybe, just maybe, they could make a fresh start but she�d been fooling herself. �You�ve just reminded me why I�d rather starve than work for you.�
As Louise strode towards the door a waiter held out her coat. She didn�t pause to let him help her into it, but grabbed it and as he leapt to open the door walked out into the cold rain.
She glanced up and down the street, hoping to spot a cruising cab, but there wasn�t a sign of one and, without stopping to put on her coat, she began to walk.
�Not one drop��
Max was rooted to the spot for long seconds as her words echoed in his head, as the reality of what that meant sank in.
�Shall I bring the bill, sir?�
The waiter�s voice jerked him out of the moment of revelation and he realised that he was letting Louise walk away, that if he didn�t do something to stop her right now he�d have lost her, or, worse, that she wouldn�t stop walking until she was out of all their lives. Not just lost to him, but to the family who loved her.
Not bothering to reply, he tossed a credit card on the table and headed for the door.
The same waiter, apparently anticipating his reaction, was holding his coat out and the door open so that nothing should impede him.
Louise was walking swiftly along the street, the high heels of her boots ringing against the wet pavement, her coat trailing from her hand. The fact that she was oblivious to the rain now coming down in torrents, soaking her hair, soaking her through to the skin, gave him hope.
She was upset, angry. If she didn�t care, she would be neither.
�Louise!� His voice echoed along the empty street, but she neither slowed nor quickened her pace, made no sign that she�d heard him. �Wait!�
A cab turned the corner and, ignoring him, she raised a hand to hail it, forcing him to sprint along the pavement to head her off.
�Here�s a point for you,� he said breathlessly as he leaned against the door, blocking her escape.
She didn�t protest, just turned away as another cab appeared, but he reached out, caught her hand before she could summon it.
�Here�s a point for you,� he repeated more gently as with his free hand he picked a strand of wet hair from her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. Held it there. �You were adopted.�
�Hallelujah,� she said, but she didn�t move, didn�t toss her head to dislodge his hand. �For once in your life you were listening.�
Her words were spiky but her voice was ragged, hurting.
She was looking up at him, her eyes leaden in the street lighting, her lashes clumped together by the rain pouring down her cheeks. Or maybe it was tears and for a moment the impulse to kiss her almost overwhelmed him.
Not now�
He�d paid heed to the warning voice in his head all his adult life. Kept his distance even when the only thing in his head had been to stop her anger with his mouth, knowing that she wanted it, too; was goading him, tormenting him, tempting him to do something about the primal response that arc�d between them whenever they were in the same room; urging him to self-destruct. Now there was no impediment, no barrier, only hard-won self-restraint, some instinct warning him that this was not the moment.
�I was listening,� he told her, his voice cool, even though every other part of him was burning hot.
�So?�
So kissing her suddenly seemed the most important thing in the entire world.
This is about the restaurant, not you!
He ignored the voice of common sense. This was important�
�So you�re not my cousin, Louise.�
�Give the man a coconut-�
Her skin felt like wet silk beneath his fingers. Her mouth was full and dark and suddenly all the wasted �touch not� years crowded in on him, urging him to taste it, taste her.
�And if we�re not cousins,� he continued, a little shakily, �we don�t have a problem, do we?�
Not now, idiot! Bella Lucia is more important than scratching a ten year itch.
But�
You�ll blow the whole deal if you kiss her, because it wouldn�t stop at a kiss. She�d come along for the ride, she wouldn�t be able to help herself, but what then? She�d never forgive you�
But she�d come�
�We don�t?� she asked, a tiny frown creasing the centre of her forehead. She drew in a breath as if to pursue it further, then shook her head, clearly thinking better of it. �You�re taking me for granted, Max,� she said.
�No��
He denied it, but without sufficient conviction to stop her.
�Yes! You believe that all you have to do is turn up, snap your fingers and I�ll fall in line. I have a career, a successful business, a life of my own-�
�I know,� he said. �I know. You owe me nothing. But think of Bella Lucia. Think of your father��
She jerked free of his touch then and he knew that in clumsily mentioning her father, he�d made things worse rather than better. She could have no idea how he�d felt as he�d watched her with her parents. Proper parents who always put her first. Doted on her�
She was hurting too much to listen to him tell her how lucky she was. How lucky she�d been all her life. Right now, he suspected, there was nothing he could say that would help. Maybe he would, after all, have been better served by less thought, more action but he�d missed the moment, allowed her to climb back on her high horse.
�Enough,� he said, letting it go. �You�re wet through.� He took her coat, wrapped it around her shoulders. �You need to go home, get warm.� He opened the cab door, saw her safely in and this time resisted the temptation to join her, but instead, on an impulse, said, �Would you like some company tomorrow?�
�Tomorrow?�
Louise couldn�t think straight. They weren�t cousins. Well, she�d understood that. In theory. She just hadn�t thought through what that meant. Hadn�t anticipated exactly how she�d feel in that dangerous moment when, for a heartbeat, she�d been sure Max had been about to kiss her. Finally. At last�
�When you meet this woman who says she�s your mother,� he prompted, bringing her back to earth.
�She is my mother.�
�Is she? Really? More so than Ivy? I�m sorry, but it�s hard for me to get my head around that.�
�Really?� She heard the sarcasm fuelled by frustration, disappointment, dripping from her voice. Why hadn�t he kissed her? What else could he have meant when he�d said they �didn�t have a problem�? �Well, if you find it hard, why don�t you try putting yourself in my shoes?�
�Don�t be so defensive, Lou.�
�Defensive?� He thought she was being defensive? �You think I should be sweet, biddable, good little Louise and not make a fuss, hmm?�
�Sweet? Biddable?� He shook his head, might have been fighting a smile; his face was shadowed and it was hard to tell. �Sorry, sweetheart, I know that you�ve managed to fool the older generation with that myth since you were old enough to work out that a smile would bring you more than a scowl, but you�ve always managed to keep that side of yourself well hidden around me,� he said. Seeing her sarcasm and raising it to scorn.
About to respond in kind, tell him that if she did, it was his fault, she clamped her mouth shut. The truth was that he brought out the very worst in her, that even now, angry as she was, all she wanted was to drag him into the cab with her and be very, very bad indeed.
She took a slow breath. She was losing control. Again. She�d got away with it once this evening; she wasn�t going to risk it twice.
She�d always known she would do what he wanted, that despite everything she owed the family who�d raised her that kind of loyalty, but she hated the fact that it was Max who was doing the arm-twisting. She�d do it, but on her own terms.
Set her own price.
Not money�
And an idea slipped into her mind and lodged there.
She shook her head, forced herself to look at him. �I don�t need anyone to hold my hand, Max.�
�You have no idea how you�ll feel. I won�t intrude, but if you knew that there was a friend nearby. Someone you could talk to��
�You?� she enquired, coolly, rescuing him as he ran out of platitudes. �Can you really spare the time? With all those restaurants to run,� she reminded him.
�I�ll make time.�
Her only response was to raise one eyebrow. It was not original, but he got the point.
�I promise.�
�Oh, right. So tell me, Max, would that be like the time you promised to escort me to my school prom?� She didn�t wait for Max to come up with some plausible excuse for leaving her all dressed up, without a date, for the biggest night of her young life. Her father wouldn�t let her out that late with anyone else. Not that she�d wanted anyone else. �At the very moment when all the phones in the world apparently stopped working,� she added.
�You know what happened,� he protested. �Dad was shorthanded in the restaurant.� And he was the one thrown back on the defensive, dragging fingers through his thick, cropped hair in a gesture that was achingly familiar. �Before I knew it, it was gone ten and there was no way I could get there in time. You know what it�s like-�
�Yes, Max, I know.� She knew only too well what his promises were worth. �It was like the time you promised to pick me up and take me to the airport.�
He frowned.
�No? Well, you didn�t remember then, either, but don�t worry, it�s not one of those once-in-a-lifetime, never-to-be-repeated experiences; there�s always another plane.� She suspected she was hurting herself more than him by dredging up all the times when, caught up in work, he�d let her down. But for once he was forced to listen and she persisted. �And as for the time you left me stranded-�
�I�ll be there, Louise,� he said, cutting her off. �I�ll be there,� he repeated, but gently.
Gently, she thought, he might just destroy her. She couldn�t allow him to be gentle.
�If nothing more important comes up.�
But she was safe. Something always did. She knew that once he was working Max forgot everything, everyone else. That he always put the success of the restaurants, his responsibility towards the staff, before his personal life. Maybe that was the reason for the constant stream of girlfriends. It didn�t, as she could testify, do much for a girl�s self-esteem to be stood up for a restaurant.
�I won�t hold my breath.�
Not waiting for more protestations of sincerity, she reached forward and pulled the door shut, gave the driver her address and huddled down beneath her coat, her teeth chattering as reaction set in.
Max watched as the taxi pulled away, disappeared into the murk of a wet January night, hard pressed to decide whether he was angrier with Louise for being so unreasonable, so prickly, or himself for not doing better. Not that there was anything he could do about it now.
What he could do, must do, was return to the restaurant and make his excuses for their abrupt departure. And give his card to the waiter who�d impressed him with his quick thinking, tell him to call if he ever needed a job.
Even as he did it, he knew that if she could see him Louise would curl her lip, give him the look that said, �See? Business first, last and always��
Maybe she had a point, but tomorrow she was guaranteed his undivided attention. Even if the roof fell in at all three London restaurants at the same time he would be there for her and not only because he would do anything to get her on board.
He�d be there because she was in grave danger of cutting all family ties, walking away. Her anger, her sense of betrayal, was clouding her judgement. But then she�d never been without two loving parents. Never, in her whole life, known what it was like to feel alone. Never would, if he had anything to do with it.
At least with him she�d never been afraid to show her feelings. Quite the opposite. And he smiled. For once, that might be a good thing.
Taking his own advice, he thawed out under a hot shower, running through the ideas Louise had tossed out over dinner. He�d just seen expansion as more of the same, but she�d seen the danger of turning Bella Lucia into an upmarket chain, with the expectation that each one would offer the same menu, the same experience, no matter where in the world you happened to be.
That wasn�t what they did. Each of their London restaurants was different in atmosphere, style, clientele. They had to carry that across the globe. Use that individuality as their �brand�.
Already questions were piling up, ideas he wanted to bounce off her; he wanted to be able to pick up the phone now and carry on where they�d left off before he�d blown it all with one careless phrase. What was it she�d said? That she�d rather starve than work for him?
Despite the frustration, he grinned.
Starve? He didn�t think so. Bella Lucia had been part of her life since she was old enough to lift a spoon; she�d have come back like a shot if Jack had stayed to run the company.
She didn�t have a problem with the business. She had a problem with him.
So what would it take to get her to swallow that bitter pill? What would tempt her to work for him? Keep her from leaving the country and starting up again on the other side of the world?
There had to be a way. There was always a way. For anyone else it would simply be a question of money; how much would it take? But this was more than a job for Louise, just as it was more than a job for him.
For him it had become his life.
What could he offer her that she wouldn�t be able to turn down?
And the same internal voice that had warned him so violently against kissing her was now taunting him, saying, If you�d kissed her she�d be all yours�
What did you wear to meet your birth mother for the first time? Something sweet and girly? The kind of clothes that a mother would want to see her daughter wearing? The kind of clothes that Ivy had bought for her. Pretty clothes. Good girl clothes. Hair bands, pie-crust frill blouses, modest skirts, an embarrassingly modest sugar-pink prom dress that had made her look exactly her age, rather than all grown up. A dress she�d modified so that the minute she reached the safety of the hotel she was going to replace the ghastly sweetheart bodice with a black strapless top that would knock Max for six.
She�d never been quite the Little-Miss-Perfect that her mother had believed her to be. Even at sixteen, she�d wanted Max to look at her, to hold her, to desire her. Her deepest longings, darkest thoughts, had always involved him.
How bad was that?
She�d been exhausted when she�d finally fallen into bed, but her sleep had been disturbed by a continuous flow of ideas for Bella Lucia. She should be totally focussed on the final run-up to the HOTfood launch at the end of week, but her sleeping mind had moved on; it was only when she�d tried to interest Max-always too busy to listen-that she�d been jerked awake, shivering.
She had to forget him, forget Bella Lucia, she told herself as she flipped through the classics that were the mainstay of her wardrobe these days. Elegant dresses for the evening, designer suits.
She�d temporarily abandoned them when she was in Australia; staying with Jodie she�d gone beach-girl casual, not just in her clothes, but in her attitude to life. Well, that hadn�t lasted long before she�d been summoned home when her father had found a great big hole in the tax fund account. Already it seemed like a lifetime away.
Then her hand brushed against her shock-the-family red suede miniskirt.
It had worked, too.
Her mother had definitely not approved but she hadn�t said a word. Just tightened her lips and forced a smile. Even welcomed Cal to the family party.
Max, of course, as always, had curled his lip and kept his distance.
She could never decide whether that was better or worse than his insults. On this occasion he�d quickly turned to flirting with Maddie, ignoring both her and her outrageous Christmas outfit.
From the way he�d reacted last night, however, it was obvious that he�d taken in every detail. And despite everything she smiled as her fingers lingered against the softness of the leather; no question, he�d noticed.
�Pitiful,� she muttered, pushing the skirt away, trying to push away the memory. Disgusted with herself for behaving so badly.
Certain that Max�s perfect recall would be missing when it came to his promise to turn up this afternoon.
He�d have a million more important things to do than hang around an art gallery in the unlikely event that she might need one of his broad shoulders to cry on.
As if.
Not that she cared. It mattered not one jot to her whether he turned up or not. Any more than it mattered which suit, which shoes, she wore today.
She didn�t need anyone. Not the mother who�d given her away, not the mother who�d lied to her and definitely not the man whose promises were about as reliable as the forecast of sun on a public holiday.
She blinked back the tears and, catching sight of herself in the mirror, pulled a face.
Oh, for goodness� sake! Who did she think she was kidding? Today of all days she had to look fabulous and twenty minutes later she was on her way to the office wearing a head-turning dark plum suit with a nipped-in waist, a silk camisole a shade or two lighter and ultra high-heeled suede peep-toe shoes that had cost a mint, but exactly matched her suit.
The luscious matching silk underwear she wore purely for her own pleasure.
�You�re cutting it fine, Lou.� Gemma, her PA, held out her coat, pointedly. �There�s a taxi waiting for you.�
�Thanks. If Oliver calls back about-�
�I�ll handle it. Go.�
�But you�ll need��
�Go!�
�Okay! I�m gone��
She�d thought the day would drag, but in truth it had flown by with barely a moment in which to draw breath. Cramming in a last minute meeting had left her with no time to clock-watch, ponder the coming meeting, how it would be to come face to face with the woman who�d given birth to her before surrendering her to a stranger. Suddenly that didn�t seem such a great thing. Excitement, anticipation churned with fear in her stomach and she wanted time to slow down. Wanted to put this off�
Wanted someone to hold her hand.
Would he be there? Max�
The clock on the tower of St Martin�s-in-the-Fields had already nudged past four as she paid off the taxi and walked through the door of the National Portrait Gallery.
She didn�t linger, didn�t look around to see if Max had, for once, kept his word. She wanted it too much. Better not to know, to be able to pretend he was there in the shadows watching over her. And if, by some miracle he was there, she wouldn�t want him to know how much it mattered. How scared she was. So, looking neither to left nor right, she headed straight for the lift, punched the button for the top floor where the restaurant provided a rooftop view of Trafalgar Square, distant Westminster, the Eye�
She�d heard all about her mother from Jodie, of course, although she suspected that her half-sister had glossed over the bad bits-and there were always difficulties in the mother/ daughter relationship-wanting her to be able to make up her own mind. Knew what to expect. In theory.
She�d seen photographs.
She�d always thought she looked like Ivy Valentine; everyone, even the few members of the family who�d known the truth, had always said how much like Ivy she was-perpetuating the lie.
Once she�d seen a photograph of Patricia Simpson, however, she�d seen the lie for what it was. Here, in the shape of the eyes, the way her hair curved across her forehead, something about the chin, was a genetic imprint that unmistakably linked them and she�d never doubted for a moment that she was looking at her birth mother.
She stepped from the lift, hesitated. Took a moment to steady her breathing, slow her heart-rate, just as she did before a big presentation. Putting on a show�
Then she walked into the restaurant.
She�d imagined looking around, hunting her mother out, but there was no missing her. She might be in her early fifties, but she was still a head-turner.
Her red hair, no doubt kept that way with chemical assistance these days, slid sensuously across her cheek. Her long, finely muscled dancer�s legs were crossed to advantage, showing off high insteps, exquisite shoes.
She was sitting by the window, but she wasn�t looking at the view. Instead she was chatting to a man sitting at a nearby table, chin propped on her hand, her throaty laugh reaching across the room. He couldn�t take his eyes off her and neither could Louise.
Seeing the reality was like the difference between an old black and white movie and Technicolor.
For a moment she couldn�t breathe. Couldn�t move.
A waiter hovered to seat her, but she ignored him. The rest of the room disappeared. There was only her mother and, as if somehow sensing her presence, Patricia Simpson Harcourt looked up and their eyes connected.



CHAPTER THREE

LOUISE had tried to imagine this moment. Picture it in her mind. What would she say? Would they shake hands? Hug?
Her mother stood up in what appeared to be slow motion and Louise began to walk towards her, barely conscious of a floor that felt like marshmallow beneath her feet.
Neither of them said a word, they just reached for each other, clung to each other for what seemed like an age, until gradually the sounds of the restaurant, other people talking, the clink of a spoon, began to impinge on the small bubble of silence and they parted, Patricia holding her at arm�s length.
�Well, look at you!� she finally said. �You�re so beautiful.� Then, with a grin, �And you have such great taste in shoes!�
Louise shook her head. Shoes? �It�s obvious where I got it from�� she began, hesitated, her tongue tripping over the word she�d been rehearsing, but there was no way she could call this glamorous woman �Mother�, or �Mum�. �I don�t know what to call you,� she said.
There was only the briefest hesitation before she replied, �Patsy, darling. Call me Patsy.� She turned away quickly, smiled and nodded at a hovering waiter. �I�ve already ordered,� she said, sitting down. Then, head slightly to one side, �Louise? It suits you. I was going to call you��
�What?�
�Nothing. Pure indulgence.� Then, �Zo�. I was going to call you Zo�.�
�I�d have liked that.�
�Yes, well, it wasn�t meant to be.�
Louise waited. She wanted to ask the big question. Why? Instead she said, �I only found out that I was adopted a few months ago. If I�d known, I�d have looked for you before.�
�Things happen for a reason. Ten years ago I was not the person I am now; I might have been bad for you.� She smiled. �The earth turns, things change. Now is the right time for us to get to know one another.�
�Maybe�� But it wasn�t her mother she was thinking about. What had happened had been out of her control. With Max things were different. It was her decision.
Everything would be so different this time�
Without warning her body seemed to tingle with anticipation, excitement.
�Louise?�
She gave a little shiver. �Sorry?�
�I said that there�s no point in dwelling on what might have been.� Then, looking at her more closely, �Are you all right? This must all have come as something of a shock to you.�
�No. I�m fine.��we don�t have a problem��Can I ask you about my father?�
�Oh, well�There�s not a lot to tell.�
�His name?� she prompted.
�Jimmy. Jimmy Masters.� She gave a little sigh. �He rode a motorbike, wore a leather jacket, smouldered like a cut-price James Dean. He was totally irresistible. Not that I tried very hard,� she confessed, with a rueful smile. �To resist him. He took off, never to be seen again, the minute I told him he was going to be a daddy.� She shook her head. �I didn�t want to give you up, Louise. It was hard, I had no idea how hard it would be, but everyone said you�d have a better life with a good family.� She leaned forward and took her hand. �I�ve only got to look at you to know that I made the right decision.�
She did? That wasn�t quite what Louise had wanted to hear. She wanted regret, remorse. Instead, beneath that bright, confident smile, Louise realised, Patsy needed to be reassured, to be told that she�d done the right thing.
Just like everyone else, her birth mother wanted her to understand, absolve her from her guilt�
�I�ve had a lovely life,� Louise said.
It was true, she had.
She�d been cherished, loved, given everything she�d ever wanted. Everything except the truth. The companionship of a sister she hadn�t known existed�
They�d all known. Her grandparents, Max�s parents. And they�d all lied. The bitterness was as strong, as tangible as the aloes her nanny had painted on her fingernails to stop her from biting them.
But she couldn�t get past the fact that she�d had a blessed life. That she owed them for that. She�d always intended to help with Bella Lucia-once Max could bring himself to ask nicely. She would repay them with her time, her skill and then she would be free to do whatever she wanted. Be whoever she wanted to be. The only thing she wasn�t prepared to do was give up the business she�d worked so hard to build, give up her independence.
It more important than ever now.
Her rock.
And, in a heartbeat, she understood a little of what Bella Lucia meant to Max. It had been the one fixed point in his life. When his parents had packed him off to boarding school to get him out of their hair, when Aunt Georgina had disappeared for months on end on some painting expedition with her latest lover, when his father had been drooling over his latest wife, Bella Lucia had been his rock�
While she had two mothers who cared about her, who had ever been there for him? They�d been so close once�Because of what her family had done, their lies, he�d lost that, too.
Without warning tears stung against her lids, not for herself this time, but for Max and to distract her she picked up her bag, opened it, said, �I�ve brought you some photographs. If you�d like them?�
And suddenly they were both blinking and laughing as she produced a little wallet filled with her firsts: first steps, first birthday, first day at school in a blazer a size too big with her hat set just so, so that the badge showed�
�Oh, please, put them away and look at them later, or we�ll both end up with panda-eyes,� Louise said, torn between laughter and tears. �I want to hear about you, Patsy. Jodie told me you�ve just got married again. Tell me about Derek.�
She lit up. �Every woman should have a man like Derek Harcourt in her life.� As she poured the tea the blaze of diamonds on her left hand caught the lights. �He really cares about me. Keeps me on the straight and narrow with my diet-I�m a diabetic, did you know?� she said, pulling a face.
�Jodie told me.�
�You�ll need to keep an eye on your own health. It�s hereditary.�
�I�ll take care.� Then, �Tell me about your honeymoon trip. You went on a cruise?�
�It was heaven�� Once she was off, the conversation never lagged.
They talked about Jodie, Australia, Louise�s business. About everything but the Valentine family. It was like talking to someone she�d known all her life. But eventually the conversation came back around to her.
�I have my Derek and Jodie has her Heath. What about you, sweetie?� Patsy asked. �They say everything happens in threes. Is there anyone special in your life?�
In that split second before she spoke, Louise remembered the way that Max had looked at her. The way she�d felt�
�No,� she said, quickly, but even as the word left her mouth a little voice was saying, No problem. No impediment. Nothing to stop you�
Her mother raised one perfectly groomed brow and Louise distracted her with tales about old boyfriends. The ones she might have married if they�d asked.
�Just as well they didn�t ask,� she said, laughing. �It would have been a total disaster.�
She didn�t tell her about the one she�d convinced herself was everything she was looking for in a husband: the one who�d told her to stop fooling herself before he�d walked away.
�I hate to say goodbye,� Patsy said as, finally, they walked towards the lift. Then, when she didn�t immediately respond, �You do want to see me again?�
Louise, momentarily distracted by the back view of Max, apparently absorbed in a painting, said, �Yes, yes, of course I do.�
He�d come.
He�d actually turned up, had waited in case she needed him.
�I, um, want to meet Derek, too.�
The lift arrived and Patsy stepped in, holding the door. Louise forced herself not to glance back and stepped in beside her, arranged dinner for the next week, then hugged her mother goodbye on the pavement before seeing her into a taxi.
�You�re sure I can�t give you a lift?� she asked, from the back of the cab.
�No. I�m fine. I�ll give you a call about next week.�
She waited, waved as she drove off. Then turned and walked back into the gallery, took the lift back up to the top floor.
When the doors opened, she saw that Max had not moved and she didn�t know whether she was irritated by his certainty that she�d come back, or warmed by the fact that he�d waited for her. There were no clear cut lines with him.
�I thought it was best to stay put,� he said, as she held the door and he stopped pretending, joined her in the lift, �or we might have been chasing one another around the houses for the next ten minutes.�
�Only if I came back,� she pointed out, trying not to smile, but without much success.
�True.� He seemed to be finding it easy enough to keep a straight face. Then, �You�re very like her.�
�Yes. It�s strange. All my life people have been telling me I�m like my�Like Ivy Valentine��
�She�s still your mother, Lou. She was the one who raised you. And you are like her. Okay, some of it�s superficial, chance. Your colouring, height. But it�s not just that. You hold your head the way she does, you use the same gestures. You have her class.�
�You don�t think Patsy has class?�
�Patsy?�
�It�s a bit late in the day to start calling her Mum, don�t you think?� She shrugged, as if it didn�t matter. �She asked me to call her that.�
�It suits her,� he said, taking her arm as they headed for the door.
She stiffened momentarily, then forced herself to relax. If she pulled away, he�d think that what he said, did, mattered to her.
�What�s that supposed to mean?� she asked, once they were outside, but keeping her voice light.
He held up his hands in mock surrender. �She�s classy.�
�Not quite the same thing.�
�What can I say? She�s a real head-turner, Lou.� Then, with a wry grin, �Don�t let her near my father. He has a fatal weakness for that chorus-girl-fallen-on-good-times look.�
�Your father has a fatal weakness for women full-stop.�
�Life has never been dull,� he agreed, and it was Louise who found herself reaching out to him, tucking her arm through his as they walked away from the square. �I don�t think you understand how lucky you�ve been. How much I envied you the sheer ordinariness of your family.�
�Ordinariness?�
�It�s what boys yearn for. Parents who don�t attract attention.�
�Oh, dear. Bad luck,� she said, laughing. �How is Aunt Georgina? Where is she?�
�In Mexico, painting up a storm. Apparently the light is magical. She�s living with someone called Jose who�s half her age.� He looked at her. �Ring Ivy, Louise. Don�t abandon something precious to chase rainbows.�
She shook her head. Unwilling to admit that he was right. But Max had been no more than a toddler when his parents had split up. Since then there had been a succession of stepmothers, half-siblings, step-siblings from his father. Drama and lovers from his mother. No one, she thought, had ever put Max first. It was scarcely any wonder that he had given all his heart, his loyalty to the business. Bella Lucia had never hurt him.
She looked up, but not far; in her high heels her eyes were nearly on a level with his.
�I will call her,� she promised.
�When?�
�Soon.� Then, because all that hurt too much to think about, �Chorus girl fallen on good times?�
�The glamour, the clothes, the diamonds in those rings��
�So what you�re saying is that she�s a classy �broad� rather than a product of the finishing school, debutante system? Now I�m afraid to ask what I owe to nature as opposed to nurture.�
It was the height of the rush-hour and Max, sensing approaching quicksand, used the excuse of looking around for a cruising cab to avoid her direct gaze.
�Well?� she demanded.
�I thought you didn�t want to know.�
�Oh, please��
�It�s not something I could put into words,� he said.
How could you possibly quantify the smoke and mirrors of sex appeal? Pin it down, list the components. Item: hair, the colour of ripe wheat rippling in the wind. Item: two eyes, blue-grey, unless she was angry, when they were like storm clouds threaded with lightning. Item: one mouth�
He found himself staring at her mouth. Parted slightly, as if she were on the point of saying something outrageous. On the point of laughing. Dark, rich, enticing. The colour of the small sweet plums he picked in his Italian grandmother�s family home on rare and treasured holidays, when he�d been taken along to keep his half-brother Jack from getting into mischief. To give his father time to spend with wife number three�
�Do you think there�s any chance we�ll find a taxi at this time of day?� he asked, abruptly.
She lifted a hand and, as if by magic, a black cab materialised alongside them.
�Where are we going?� she asked as he opened the door.
We? That was promising.
�Mayfair. My office,� he said, taking advantage of the opportunity she�d given him. �I�m going to make you an offer you can�t refuse.�
�Oh, this should be good,� she said, climbing in without argument.
Something of a first, that, but he was too busy enjoying the view to comment on it. Item: one pair of finely boned ankles that drew the eye upwards in an appreciation of her long legs�
Pulling himself together, he told the driver to take them to Berkeley Square, the home of the Mayfair Bella Lucia and the company offices, and then climbed in beside her.
She was glowing, he thought. Happy. A transformation from her arrival at the gallery. She hadn�t seen him, but he�d arrived before her, seen how tense she�d looked. The meeting with her mother had gone well. Maybe that was a good thing. Patsy lived in London�
�What do you think it will take?� she asked, breaking into his thoughts.
�Sorry?�
�I�m interested in what you believe you�ll have to offer, before I can�t refuse?�
�If I told you that, you�d know more than I do.�
�No, Max. I already know what it�ll take. You�re the one who has to find the perfect combination.� She was smiling, but her face offered no clues. �I hope you�ve got nothing else planned for the rest of the evening.�
He tried to forget the mountain of paperwork on his desk as he said, �I cleared my diary. I�ve got as long as it takes.�
To say that her expression changed would have been an exaggeration, but for a split second he thought he�d found the key. Then, she glanced out of the window, as if the passing traffic was of more interest than anything he had to offer. Then, �Try, Max.�
�Try?� he repeated, confused. She wanted him to open negotiations here, in the back of a taxi?
�To put it into words. What I owe to Patsy.� She turned to face him. �What I owe to nature.�
He had the uncomfortable feeling that she was playing with him. That she knew exactly what she wanted and that when she was ready she would tell him; in the meantime she was enjoying making him sweat a little.
�Sorry, Lou,� he said. �I have an aversion to having my face slapped.�
�I would never slap your face, Max.� Her lashes swept down as she did her best to hide a satisfied little smile, demonstrating beyond any doubt that sex appeal was so much more than the sum of its parts. Describing it was like trying to catch mist. Or trying to explain a smile when the difference between the mechanics-some magic movement of muscles that lifted the mouth and went all the way up to the eyes-and the combined effect were so utterly indescribable�
�You were quite prepared to throw a fully loaded vase at my head,� he reminded her.
�That was a long time ago, Max. And I didn�t actually hit you.�
�Only because your aim was so lousy. As it was you wrecked the table behind me. Dinner and dry-cleaning bills on the house, for eight.�
�I�m surprised you didn�t deduct the cost from my wages when you fired me.�
�My mistake. Dad took the damage out of mine.�
She shook her head, biting on her lower lip to stop herself from laughing. He couldn�t take his eyes off it. He wanted to tell her to stop, pull her lip free, kiss it, bite it�
�I�m sorry.�
�Believe me, it was worth every penny to get you out of my hair.�
�Careful, Max��
�You were a terrible ma�tre d�, Louise. Be honest. I did you a favour.�
She smiled. �Yes, I suppose you did.� Then, �I can�t even remember what you said that made me so mad.�
�Everything I said made you mad.�
�True.� Suddenly sobered, she said, �So why are you so anxious to have me come and work for you?�
Because he was crazy, he thought.
They didn�t have a problem? Who did he think he was kidding? Working with Louise was going to try his self-control to the limits.
He took a slow breath.
�I want you to work with me, Lou, not for me. I respect your skill, your judgement, but we both know that I could buy that out in the marketplace. What makes you special, unique, is that you�ve spent a lifetime breathing in the very essence of Bella Lucia. You�re a Valentine to your fingertips, Louise; the fact that you�re adopted doesn�t alter any of that.�
�It alters how I feel.�
�I understand that and, for what it�s worth, I think Ivy and John were wrong not to tell you the truth, but it doesn�t change who or what you are. Jack wants you on board, Louise, and he�s right.�
�He�s been chasing you? Wants to know why you haven�t signed me up yet? Well, that would explain your sudden enthusiasm.�
�He wanted to know the situation before he took off last week.�
�Took off? Where�s he gone?�
�He was planning to meet up with Maddie in Florence at the weekend. To propose to her.�
�You�re kidding!� Then, when he shook his head, �Oh, but that�s so romantic!� Then, apparently recalling the way he�d flirted with Maddie at the Christmas party, she said, �Are you okay with that?�
He found her concern unexpectedly touching. �More than okay,� he assured her. �I was only winding Jack up at Christmas. It�s what brothers do.� His first reaction when Jack had tossed Louise in his lap had been to assume that it was tit for tat.
�You must have really put the wind up him if he was driven to marriage,� she said.
�Bearing in mind our father�s poor example, I think you can be sure that he wouldn�t have married her unless he loved her, Lou.�
Or was he speaking for himself?
�No. Of course not. I�m sorry.�
Sorry? Louise apologising to him? That had to be a first. Things were looking up.
She laughed.
�What?�
She shook her head. �Weddings to the left of us, weddings to the right of us and not one of them held at a family restaurant.� She tutted. �You know what you need, Max? Some heavyweight marketing muscle.�
�I�m only interested in the best, Louise so why don�t we stop pussyfooting around, wasting time when we could be planning for the future?� The thought of an entire evening with her teasing him, drawing out concessions one by one, exacting repayment for every time he�d let her down, every humiliation, was enough to bring him out in a cold sweat. �Why don�t you tell me what it�s going to cost me? Your bottom line.�
�You don�t want to haggle?�
Definitely teasing.
�You want to see me suffer, is that it? If I call it total surrender, will that satisfy your injured pride?�
Her smile was as enigmatic as anything the Mona Lisa could offer. �Total surrender might be acceptable,� she told him.
�You�ve got it. So, what�s your price?�
�Nothing.�
He stared at her, shocked out of teasing. That was it? A cold refusal?
�Nothing?� Then, when she didn�t deny it, �You mean that this has all been some kind of elaborate wind-up? That you�re not even going to consider my proposal?�
�As a proposal it lacked certain elements.�
�Money? You know what you�re worth, Louise. We�re not going to quibble over a consultancy fee.�
She shook her head. �No fee.�
Outside the taxi the world moved on, busy, noisy. Commuters crossing en masse at the lights, the heavy diesel engine of a bus in the next lane, a distant siren. Inside it was still, silent, as if the world were holding its breath.
�No fee?� he repeated.
�I�ll do what you want, Max. I�ll give you-give the family-my time. It won�t cost you a penny.�
He didn�t fall for it. Nothing came without some cost.
�You can�t work without being paid, Louise.�
�It�s not going to be for ever. I�ll give you my time until�until the fourteenth. Valentine�s Day. The diamond anniversary of the founding of Bella Lucia.�
�Three weeks. Is that all?�
�It�s all I can spare. My reward is my freedom, Max. I owe the family and I�ll do this for them. Then the slate will be wiped clean.�
�No��
He didn�t like the sound of that. He didn�t want her for just a few weeks. Didn�t want to be treated like a client, even if he was getting her time for free. Having fought the idea for so long, he discovered that he wanted more, a lot more from her than that.
�You�re wrong. You can�t just walk away, replace one family with another. You can�t wipe away a lifetime of memories, of care-�
�It�s the best deal you�re ever likely to get,� she said, cutting him short before he could add, ��of love��
�Even so. I can�t accept it.�
�You don�t have a choice,� she said. �You asked for my bottom line; that�s it.�
�There�s always a choice,� he said, determined that she shouldn�t back him into a corner, use Bella Lucia as a salve to her conscience, so that she could walk away without a backward glance. Something that he knew she�d come to regret.
Forget Bella Lucia.
This was more important and, if he did nothing else, he had to stop her from throwing away something so precious.
�That�s my offer, Max. Take it or leave it.�
�There must be something that you want, that I can offer you,� he said, assailed by a gut-deep certainty that he must get her to accept something from them-from him. Make it more than a one-way transaction. For her sake as much as his. �Not money,� he said, quickly, �if that�s the way you want it, but a token.�
�A token? Anything?�
Her eyes were leaden in the subdued light of the cab, impossible to read what she was thinking. That had changed. There had been a time when every thought had been written across her face, as easy to read as a book.
He was going into this blind.
�Anything,� he said.
�You insist?�
He nodded once.
�Then my fee for working with you on the expansion of the Bella Lucia restaurant group, Max, is a kiss.�



CHAPTER FOUR

MAX heard the words, struggled to make sense of them.
�A kiss?� What the hell�? What kind of a kiss? �Just one?�
�Just one,� Louise replied.
Even in his head words failed him.
He was being choked by a collar and tie that were suddenly too tight. He fought the urge to loosen them. This was a game. He might not have been able to read her mind, but she�d clearly been reading his.
And now she was asking for the very thing he�d been resisting with every fibre of his being. Teasing him. Raising the stakes�
She was so hot in that sexy little suit, those high heels. Her hair curled in soft wisps around her face that seemed to direct his gaze directly to a mouth that was pure temptation and, given the fact that he�d been fighting the urge to kiss her, and more, for as long as he could remember, his sudden reluctance to comply with her simple request was hard to explain. Except that a kiss fallen into in the heat of desire, or passion or even simple lust, was one thing. But this cool, dispassionate proposition was something else.
It couldn�t be that easy�
�Now?� he asked, doing his best to match her composure.
�You�re in a hurry to seal the contract?�
Not just teasing but taunting him�
Or was that disappointment at his obvious lack of enthusiasm?
�It�s your call,� he said, a touch hoarsely.
�Okay.�
Was that �okay� now? Or �okay� she�d leave it up to him?
She waited, offering no help, not coming an inch to meet him halfway.
Oh, hell�
Feeling very much like a teenager faced with his first real kiss, unsure quite what was expected of him, what �a kiss� in this context entailed, heartily wishing he hadn�t leapt in, said the first word that came into his head. �Now�?�
But she was waiting, eyes wide open, while he hovered on the brink of insanity, torn between an urgent need to go for the straight-to-hell moment he�d been fighting all his life and the suspicion that she was somehow testing him, making certain that they could work together, that he could control himself. That she could control herself.
As he hesitated between heaven and hell the taxi swung around the corner, throwing her off balance, so that instead of kissing her he had an armful of her when they came to a halt in front of the restaurant.
An armful of the softest, sexiest woman a man could imagine only in his wildest dreams. Delivering on those dreams-or were they nightmares?-that had haunted him, souring every other relationship, until he�d finally stopped trying to find someone who could drive her from his thoughts and done what he�d always done, thrown himself heart and soul into work, turning to the one thing in his life that had always been there, never let him down.
Bella Lucia.
She didn�t move and it was all he could do not to deliver with the kind of kiss that she would regret calling down on her head. Not some polite token that would torment his soul, surely her intention, but a kiss that would mark her as his with the kind of pledge that would seal their alliance for eternity.
The driver leaned back and opened the door when they didn�t move and he realised with relief that there was someone waiting to grab the cab. That time had run out.
�Bad�� His voice caught in his throat. �Bad timing��he said.
�Maybe,� she said, so softly that she was almost inaudible. Then, before he could do or say anything, she extricated herself from his arms, climbed out onto the pavement, walked towards the restaurant without looking back.
�You all right, guv?� the driver asked as, hands shaking, he handed over the fare.
�Fine,� he said, abruptly. There was nothing wrong with him that a long, cold shower wouldn�t fix. �We should have been wearing seat belts. Keep the change.�
The discreet fa�ade of the Berkeley Square Bella Lucia fronted one of London�s most exclusive, most luxurious restaurants, a place where financiers, politicians, the world�s deal brokers came to meet, eat and talk, confident of their privacy in the gentlemen�s club atmosphere.
Louise regarded it with every appearance of composure, even though she was trembling, holding herself together through sheer will power despite the sudden urge to bolt.
Performance nerves, that was all.
She knew how to use the adrenalin rush to see her through big presentations, major launches. When it came to business she had no trouble keeping her feelings under wraps and she could do it now. Except that hadn�t been about business.
She didn�t know what it had been about except that Max had been pushing her and as always she�d responded with a reckless disregard for the consequences.
She turned as he joined her, smiled distantly, still performing as he wordlessly held the door. She walked ahead of him through the panelled, ground floor entrance, across the small bar with its comfortable leather chairs where the staff were already preparing for the evening, into the restaurant, aware all the time of the heat of his arm, not quite touching, at her back. Still feeling the pressure where he�d caught her, held her.
�I�ve always loved this moment,� she said, calling on every reserve of control to act as if nothing had happened. Using the excuse to stop, rest her hands lightly on the back of a chair as her legs began to wobble dangerously. Looking around. Anywhere but at him.
�Pure theatre,� Max agreed, without having to ask what she meant. He knew.
Behind the scenes, in the kitchen, the food was being prepared, the front of house staff were assembling. Out here the tables were laid with snowy white cloths, polished silver, glasses, fresh flowers. Not just theatre, she thought, but the grandest of opera, everything was ready, waiting for the audience to appear, for the conductor to raise his baton and the evening to begin.
Until a few months ago that had been her father. This restaurant, the smaller private dining rooms on the floor above, the offices on the top floor, had been the heart from which he�d run the Bella Lucia empire.
�He nearly lost it,� she said, more to herself than Max, using anger to drive off the intensity of that moment in the taxi. She was angry, she realised, because of all of them Max would have been the one who lost most. Perhaps everything��All for the sake of a son he hadn�t known existed until a few months ago.�
�He�d have done the same for you, Louise.�
Would he?
When Daniel and Dominic had turned up, twin images of John Valentine, saying �Hi, Dad�� they�d been received like prodigal sons by John, while her reward for thirty-something years of dutiful daughterhood had been the shocking revelation that she was not actually Ivy and John�s daughter at all, but had been adopted at birth.
She�d suddenly felt invisible, excluded.
Blood was thicker�
�He wouldn�t have had to,� she said, keeping her voice even, matter-of-fact.
Easy for you to say, the still small voice of her conscience reminded her. John Valentine would have given you anything. Has given you everything�
Which was why she was here now. Paying her dues.
�Forget the past, Louise,� Max said, catching her hand, holding it, forcing her to look at him. �Bella Lucia is still here. We�re still here. It�s the future that matters.� His hand tightened around hers as if he could somehow transmit his excitement to her by direct contact. �Expanding. The new restaurant in Qu�Arim is just the beginning. I�m going to launch the third generation of Bella Lucia onto a world stage. Close your eyes, stick a pin in a map and ten years from now we�ll be there. Don�t you want to be a part of that?�
No! Yes�
All her life, ever since she was a little girl, she�d longed to be here, centre stage. Back then her dream had been to be at her father�s side, but Max-older, male, the first-born Valentine grandson-had always been ahead of her.
Now he needed her he was using family ties to draw her back into the business, but it would always be his empire. She would always come second. Second to her father was the way of the world, she could have lived with that; second to Max was never going to be enough.
Why did it have to be him?
Because it was his life, she thought, answering her own question. He loved it. He was like his father in that, if in nothing else.
The staff had always trusted him, turned to him. Even now he was doing this as much for them as for himself. They were, she realised, his family. Which was why she�d do her best to help him put Bella Lucia on the world map.
She�d do it for him, for her father, for the Valentine family that she�d always thought she was a part of. And for herself, too, so that she could walk away with a clear conscience. All debts paid. But she would walk away�
�Lou?� He was pressing her to commit. To say the word.
�Yes,� she said, as matter-of-factly as if he�d asked her if she wanted a drink.
Her answer was always going to be, had to be, yes.
For now. Until the fourteenth of February. Valentine�s Day.
�What�s the matter? You don�t look convinced?� She let loose a smile that was trying to break out. �You did say that you wouldn�t take no for an answer.�
For once Max seemed lost for words, a predicament so rare that she�d have to be a saint not to take some pleasure from the situation. The truth was that all day she�d been on pins, nervous about meeting her mother for the first time, nerves that had been made worse by the background tension: her cast-iron certainty that Max was simply going through the motions to convince Jack that he had done all he could to bring her on board. That he didn�t really want her.
But the meeting with her mother had gone better than she could ever have imagined and then, when she�d seen Max waiting for her at the gallery, that for once he�d kept his promise, made time for her�
She didn�t, in her heart of hearts, believe that anything other than desperation would have driven him to make such a gesture, but he had made it, demonstrating beyond words that she was the one in the driving seat. That he needed her, that the family was relying on her. Taking her seriously for once.
How could she not say �yes�?
�For the moment my time is completely booked up with the relaunch of HOTfood, but once that�s out of the way-�
�When?� he demanded, impatiently. �When can you start?�
�After the party on Friday.� She looked up at him. �After that I�ll be all yours.�
It was only when she wanted to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear that she realised Max was still holding her hand, and as she looked up at him she found herself remembering years before when, on a family trip to the beach, he�d reached out to her when she couldn�t keep up with him and Jack as they�d scrambled over the rocks.
How he�d stopped, come back to hold out a hand to her. How safe she�d felt.
Remembering how safe she�d always felt. How lucky she�d been�
�You haven�t got a fistful of clients hammering on your door?� he asked, abruptly abandoning her hand to straighten a fork on the table.
�What? Oh, yes. Well, actually, no�� She tucked back her hair, said, �I haven�t taken on any new jobs since my return from Australia. I didn�t want to tie myself down.�
He frowned. �You were really serious about leaving?�
Was she?
In truth she hadn�t known. It was as if she�d been poised between her old life and the possibility of something new, waiting for some small sign to set her on the right path.
What she�d got, in the shape of Max Valentine, was a three-lane motorway direction sign saying �BELLA LUCIA��
His question suggested that as far as he was concerned it was a momentary whim to be brushed aside now she was back in the fold and, deciding that it was wiser to leave him with that impression, she lifted her shoulders in a wordless shrug.
He let it go, said, �I didn�t ask if you were free this evening.�
�No, you didn�t.�
�Are you?�
There were two possible answers to that question.
One�She could tell him that she had to work and then waste the evening pointlessly stressing over the last minute details of the HOTfood party even though she knew there was nothing left to do, or�
Two��No, Max. I�m not free. I�m having a working supper with the new head of the Valentine empire. Unless you�ve got something more interesting planned?�
His response was a sudden smile that involved every part of his face, deepening the creases that bracketed his mouth, lighting up his eyes in a way that almost impossibly intensified the blue. The kind that took time, that she hadn�t seen in years.
�I can�t think of anything more interesting than that,� he said and she was forced to bludgeon down the heart leap, the foolish warmth at his admission that being with her would be a pleasure rather than a pain.
�Interesting� was what he�d actually said.
In some cultures �interesting� was a curse�
�If that�s your measure of interesting, Max,� she replied, �you need to put some serious thought into getting a life.�
He looked as if he was about to say something. He clearly thought better of it, because instead he shrugged, said, �This is my life.�
He�d got that right, anyway. The restaurants, the people who worked for them; he�d strived for success not just for himself, the family, but because he knew that it was the men and women who worked for them who would suffer most if things went wrong.
He�d only fired her, she realised, because her volatility when she was around him threatened that success�
�Come on, let�s get started,� he said, ignoring the lift in favour of the stairs. �I�ve been thinking about some of your ideas.�
�Which ones?� she asked, taking them rather more sedately in her high heels and narrow skirt.
�All of them, but especially Meridia. I really think you�re on to something so I sent Emma an email and asked her to look out for likely locations.�
�Your sister doesn�t work for you any more, Max,� she reminded him. �In fact I imagine being Queen of Meridia doesn�t leave her with too much spare time to spend running errands for you.�
�You think?�
He stopped without warning, turned and, a step below him, she was suddenly cheek-to-chest close. Without thinking she swayed back to avoid touching him, just as she always had, just as he always had, but now he put out a hand to grab her, steady her as she took a step back. Save her from a fall. Keep her close.
�If we�re not cousins,� he�d said, �we don�t have a problem��
Not for him, maybe, but it was as if that moment when he�d come close to kissing her had intensified her response to him. Even through her coat, the sleeve of her suit, his hand was applying heat to a square of skin just above her elbow that spread like wildfire to every part of her body.
Just the simple act of breathing became suddenly more difficult.
Yes�
The word whispered through her mind, silken temptation.
This was what you wanted. Max at your feet. Max in your bed�
�Yes,� she said. Then, when he waited for her to elaborate. �I do think.�
�Well, never mind,� he said, with a tormenting smile that she knew only too well, �I�ve got you for that now.�
Got her? To run his errands? Was that what he thought? Not even close�
�You think?� she enquired, throwing his words back at him as the heat intensified to a dangerous calm. She knew this feeling, recognised this, welcomed it even; the motorway sign was flashing an urgent warning �SLOW-ACCIDENT AHEAD� but, just as she always had, she ignored it.
�What are you looking for?� Max asked as she cast about her before fixing her gaze on the vast arrangement of flowers on the half landing where the staircase split into two and curved away on either side.
She blinked, collected herself, swallowed.
What was she thinking? She was grown up, an in-demand consultant, not some stupid girl with a crush.
Get a grip. He was just teasing.
There had been a time when his teasing had made her insides curl up in a paroxysm of pleasure that this godlike figure had noticed her.
A lifetime ago.
Then there had come a time when it had just made her mad.
Now�
�A vase,� she said. �If you think I�m interested in running your errands, Max, you obviously need a large dose of cold water.�
For a moment he just stood there and she knew, just knew, that it was going to be a rerun of the last time they�d worked together; he said something dumb, she responded like an outraged cat, spitting and arching her back, then he blew up.
And she felt nothing but regret.
�Since your aim is as bad as your timing,� he said, after a monumental pause that had probably been no more than a heartbeat but which had seemed to stretch for a hundred years, �maybe we should take the cold shower as read.�
Her timing?
�My timing is off? I like that! You were the one who couldn�t wait. One kiss, a token, how hard could that be?�
No! No�Do not remind him of that foolishness�
�My mistake. Just tell me when and we�ll seal the contract.�
Tell him it was a joke. That you didn�t mean it�
Now!
But her gaze was riveted to his mouth, her own lips burning with a lifetime of unrequited longing, of denial, and with her breath caught in her throat she was unable to speak.
�Your call,� he prompted, clearly in no hurry.
It was enough to break the spell. With extreme care, she said, �Thanks. I�ll let you know.�
�Any time,� he said, then turned away before she could respond, taking the rest of the stairs in a couple of strides.
By the time she�d caught up with him on the top floor where the offices were situated she�d recovered her composure, had reminded herself that this was supposed to be a working supper. Posted a mental note to keep a curb on her tongue.
It would probably get easier with practice.
In the meantime, Meridia.
�Are you-we-doing the catering for this big gala dinner and ball Emma is throwing to launch her �Queen�s Charity�?� she asked, focussing on business.
�I�m signing the contract on Monday. Do you want to come?�
�To the ball?�
Was he asking her�?
�I imagine Emma will want you there.� Then, as she hesitated, �She adores you, Louise.� Oh, right, just more propaganda on behalf of the family.
�Of course I�ll go,� she said. �Who in their right mind would give up a chance to buy a new dress?�
Most people would have taken her response at face value. The look Max gave her suggested that he was not so easily fooled.
�All right, Max. I�ll be there for her.�
Just for Emma.
After a moment he nodded, accepting that she was sincere. It was frightening how easily he could read her.
�Good. But I was asking if you want to come with me to Meridia on Monday.�
�Oh, I see.�
It was unnerving how much she�d wanted him to be asking her to the ball as his partner. Still sixteen and waiting for her prom night Prince Charming. Still yearning to feel his arms around her. Instead she got a business meeting�
�Well, it would be useful.� Then, forcing herself to keep to the point, �Actually, since we�re doing the catering I�d like to discuss the possibility of a behind-the-scenes-in-the-palace-kitchens feature with the royal PR people. The work involved in putting on a royal gala ball. If you�re serious about moving into Meridia-�
�I�m serious. You�re right; it�s the obvious place to start.�
�Then the �Queen�s Charity� tie-in would be exactly the moment to announce the fact.�
�Hold on. It�s a little premature to be thinking that far ahead.�
�It�s never too soon for thought, Max. You have to take advantage of media at the moment when they want something from you.� She saw his doubt. �It�s not until June and the feature wouldn�t appear until the week of the gala. You can drop the news into an interview I�ll set up for you to talk about that. That�s if you�re serious-�
�I told you I�m serious!�
�Good,� she said. �Good. Then we need to make the most of the moment, ride on the coat tails of the publicity that will generate. Whatever happens, the royal connection will add lustre to the outside-event catering side of the business.�
He still looked doubtful. �Do you really think Sebastian will allow photographers, journalists, to roam loose in the palace? Isn�t there a danger that we�ll be perceived as using our royal connection for commercial gain? I�m concerned it will hurt Emma.�
�Just the kitchens, a glimpse of the food we�ll be serving-we can photograph that here. Some behind-the-scenes pictures of the banqueting room being made ready would be good, but since that�s already part of the tour visitors can take it�s hardly likely to prove a problem.� He didn�t look convinced. �Sebastian will want publicity for the charity and it�s the charity I�ll focus on. Obviously the copyright of the photographs would be invested in that. The major lifestyle magazines will pay huge money for a royal feature like this.�
�You�ve been giving this a lot of thought.�
�This is PR 101, Max. Sebastian�s a modern monarch. He knows he�s going to have to sell his country to tourists, industrialists, bankers. Put together royalty and romance with fabulous food and you have an unbeatable combination. Add a charming young queen launching a charity to help the world�s poor and Meridia is the winner.�
He glanced at his watch. �Five minutes. You�ve come up with all that in five minutes?�
�That�s just the thinking. I still have to make the connections, set up the deal. Do the work.� She managed a smile. �I�m going to need every minute of that three weeks.� Then, before he could press her for more, �We�ll all be winners, Max. And besides, I won�t have to persuade Sebastian,� she added. �That is one job I�m happy to leave in the capable hands of your little sister. She owes me.�
�For transforming her from a rather plain duckling into a stunning swan?�
�Emma isn�t plain,� she said, scolding him. �Far from it. She just needed a little help with her confidence; all I did was bring out the inner princess.� Then, unable to resist fishing for a compliment from him, �You noticed how lovely she looked?�
�When Sebastian introduced her as his future queen at his coronation the entire world noticed. You did a great job.�
�She was such a beautiful bride,� she said, unable to resist a little sigh of satisfaction, not just because her efforts had been so amply rewarded, but that Max had been generous enough to credit her with the transformation.
�It�s what you do, isn�t it?� he said. �Make people take notice. Create an image.�
�More than an image, Max. My job is to create a feeling, an �I want� response, to choreograph a reflection in words and pictures that reinforce the desire so that when anyone thinks of the ultimate in a rare, luxurious dining experience, anywhere in the world, the first name that comes to mind is Bella Lucia.�
�Can you really do that?�
�I�ll give it my best shot.� Then, feeling a little self-conscious at having made a pitch to someone she�d known all her life, she turned away, indicated his laptop. �Can I borrow that to go online, do a little research?�
�Now?�
She stopped, looked at him. �Is that your stock answer, Max?� Then, quickly, �Yes, now.�
�I thought��
�What? That we were just going to have another cosy supper?� Hadn�t he learned from what had happened yesterday? �When I say I�m having a working supper, I mean working. Since you appear to be more interested in the supper, I�ll leave you to organise that.�
�Thanks,� he said, drily. �Actually, I have got a pile of work to catch up with so I�ll need the laptop, but you could use the machine in your father�s old office,� he said, leading the way. �You�ll probably want to upgrade it. Have the whole office redecorated if you like. Buy some new furniture.�
�Why would I want to do that?� she asked, walking through the door, touching her father�s desk, slipping into his huge leather chair, remembering the times she�d begged to stay with him when her mother had dropped in after shopping, for coffee, lunch.
How she�d climbed onto his lap, drawing pictures while he�d worked, nibbling on the little savoury treats he�d had sent up for her from the kitchen. Both of them getting a ticking off from her mother for spoiling her appetite�
�For three weeks,� she added, pushing the memory away. Except, of course, they both knew he wanted more than that. �I�ve got state-of-the-art equipment in my own office,� she said.
And suddenly she had his full attention.
�I thought��
She knew what he thought. That she�d move in here while she worked on the Bella Lucia account and in one bound he�d have her back in the family fold.
�Just so you know, so that there are no misunderstandings, Max, what you�re getting from me is a marketing plan. An image. Some publicity. Some ideas. You�re not getting my business, my life or anything else.�
Not for a kiss.
Max watched as she switched on the computer, absently tucking a strand of hair behind her ear as the machine booted up, concentrating on the screen as she logged onto the internet. For a moment he thought that she�d forgotten him, but then she glanced up as if surprised to still see him there, before her attention was reclaimed by the computer and she turned back to the screen.
He returned to his own office, sat at his desk, trying to work out whether he�d got what he wanted, or whether it was Louise who was calling all the shots. True, she was working with him, but very much on her own terms, in her own office. That wasn�t what he�d envisaged. What he�d wanted.
What did he want?
His plans were huge and he�d never doubted his ability to put them into action; he�d got that drive from his father. He�d been less than thrilled with Jack when he�d suggested he needed Louise. But it had been impossible to avoid the fact that the world had felt a very lonely place as he�d stepped up to take sole responsibility for Bella Lucia, all the people who worked for him relying on him to make the money that paid their mortgages, for their children�s shoes.
Knowing that they were going to be in this together, made the whole thing so much more�What? He sifted through the words that offered themselves. Satisfying. Pleasing. Enjoyable�No, more than that. And as the right word dropped into his mind he grinned.
Fun.
It had stopped feeling like the weight of the world on his shoulders and had started to feel like an adventure.
And there was still the kiss to look forward to, he thought, smiling as he reached for the stack of paperwork.
He was deeply absorbed in the quotations for a redecoration of one of the Mayfair dining rooms when Martin, a waiter who�d been with them for years, arrived with a tray and began to lay the small dining table in the corner of his office. He glanced at his watch, saw that it was nearly nine.
�I hadn�t realised it was so late.�
�Miss Valentine rang through to the kitchen to see if you�d ordered anything. I offered to bring up a menu, but she just asked for the mushroom risotto.�
�For both of us?�
�I could ask Chef for something else if you�d prefer?� Martin said, catching his initial irritation at not being consulted, but unable to feel the almost instant follow-up of something much nearer pleasure that she already felt sufficiently at ease, at home, to call down and order food.
Maybe, he thought, that was the way to do it. If he stopped pushing so hard, she�d relax, come back in from the cold without even noticing she was doing it.
�The risotto will be fine, Martin. Did she choose a wine?�
�No, sir.�
�Ask Georges for a bottle of Krug, will you?�
�Krug?� the waiter repeated. It wasn�t something he�d want to make a mistake about.
�A small celebration. Miss Valentine is going to be working with us for a few weeks.�
�I�m delighted to hear it, sir.�
A few minutes later, having asked Martin to give him ten minutes before he brought up the food, he walked through to the other office, bearing two glasses of champagne.
�Supper�s on its way up,� he said. Absorbed in what she was doing, Louise raised a hand to indicate that she�d heard him and carried on working. He set down the glasses and joined her behind the desk interested to see what she was doing. �Is that Meridia?� he asked, leaning over her shoulder to look at an aerial photograph of a small island, surmounted by an equally small castle.
�I downloaded Google Earth so that I could take a close look at the capital, refresh my memory of the layout. And then I remembered this,� she said, using the mouse to fly them in over the island, before moving lower, taking him on an aerial tour around the castle. �Do you see?�
�Very pretty. So?�
�It�s a fishing lodge that belongs to some distant cousin of Sebastian�s. Emma told me about it. He�s a bit of a black sheep, apparently; persona non grata in the country. It�s got a natural harbour, a small beach��
�So?�
She turned and looked up at him, clearly expecting a response. �So, it would make a perfect setting for a Bella Lucia restaurant,� she said, her eyes sparkling with an infectious enthusiasm that sent a charge of recognition skipping through him. She was, he thought, as excited by all this as he was.
�I can certainly see the attraction, but unless the man is looking for a tenant��
�Well, he can�t use it himself. I called Emma to run the idea past her and ask if there was any possibility of us looking at the place when we�re there on Monday. It�s all fixed.�
He frowned. �Oh, come on, it can�t be that easy�� Then, �You�re serious?�
�Of course. I don�t have time to mess about. Oh, and I�ve arranged for us to meet with the director of the State Tourism Office, too.�
�You seem to have organised everything.� He straightened, no longer smiling. �Are you sure you need me to come with you?�
�I�m sorry, Max?� she said, instantly catching the change in his mood.
She said it not as if she were truly sorry, or actually thought she might have overstepped some unseen line, but as if he were the one in the wrong.
�The words �bull� and �china shop� leap to mind. There�s a fine difference between being keen,� he said, �and rushing in without taking time to consider all the options.�
�I�ve suggested a location that I�ve already seen, I�ve arranged a viewing-using my personal contact with a queen, no less,� she pointed out, �and I�ve organised a meeting with a man who would be useful in setting up a joint venture with a local hotelier, since-and correct me if I�m wrong-I assume you don�t have any plans to move into the hotel business, too.� She paused for half a beat, then said, �What have you done in the last couple of hours?�
�Cleared a mountain of paperwork I should have been attending to this afternoon instead of hanging around the Portrait Gallery waiting for you,� he said. �This company doesn�t run itself, you know.�
�Nobody asked you,� she reminded him. �I didn�t need you. You were the one who insisted, wanted to show how much you care about me-�
�I do, Louise. We all do.�
�Please! What you want is for me to play happy families, come and work for you, and now you think you�ve got all that, it�s as you were. Well, if this is going to be the kind of �working together��� and she did that really irritating quotes thing again, presumably with the precise intention of irritating him ��where I�m supposed to stand on the sidelines making suggestions while you make all the decisions, sorry, but I�m not interested.�
�This is going to be a working relationship, Lou,� he said, holding onto his own temper by the skin of his teeth, �where we discuss things, then we decide what to do, then we take action.�
�If I�d waited for you to order supper, we�d have starved,� she said, already beyond reason, but then her reaction to criticism had always been to overreact. The simplest thing had sent her overboard. A suggestion that her skirt was too short. A reprimand for flirting with the customers�
She was incapable of backing down, admitting a mistake.
�Dammit, Louise,� he said, �you haven�t changed one bit-�
�Dammit, Max, neither have you!� She was on her feet, in his face. �You�re still the same arrogant, overbearing, despotic, pigheaded idiot you always were!�



CHAPTER FIVE

LOUISE was outraged. He�d said this was what he�d wanted her for, but when she used her initiative, got on with the job, he couldn�t handle it.
�Forget it, Max,� she said, reaching for her bag. �This is never-�
�Don�t!� He grabbed her by the shoulders before she could pick it up, spinning her around to face him. �Don�t say another word!�
�Never,� she repeated, blazing her defiance at him. �Going-�
�Lou!� he warned.
�To-�
His mouth descended on hers with the impact of fire on ice, stopping her words, stopping her breath, stopping her heart.
For an instant the world was an explosion of hissing, sizzling reaction on the surface while inside she remained frozen with shock. Then his arms were around her, pulling her close and she was clinging to him as her lips, her bones, her brain were overwhelmed by the heat and began, very slowly, to melt.
This was it.
This was the moment she�d yearned for, struggled against all her adult life. To know this, feel this.
To taste Max on her lips, feel the silk of his tongue stopping her angry words, showing her that she wasn�t alone. That he was suffering too�
Her arms wound themselves around his neck, her fingers made free with hair that she�d longed to touch, knowing in some dark corner of her mind that she�d wantonly engineered this, forced this moment.
She�d wanted this ever since that moment at the Valentine�s Day party when, sixteen years old and full of herself, she�d grabbed his hand, insisting on teaching him the steps of the newest dance. And then, as the music had changed to something slower, she�d seen something shift in the way he was looking at her, seen his eyes darken and felt something new, something dangerous stir, respond, deep inside her, wanting a lot more.
She�d known, as he pulled away, that everything had changed between them. That a touch was no longer innocent. That even to look was an invitation that damned them both.
Young, angry, stupid, she�d pushed him and pushed him to take what she could see he wanted, what she wanted, even while she�d known it was forbidden, could never happen, until that final eruption when he�d sacked her, humiliated her, driven her so far away that there had been no way back.
She understood now that he�d been protecting himself, protecting both of them, in the only way he knew how.
But the day her father had told her she was adopted, all that had changed.
We don�t have a problem�
He�d said it, but even then he�d held back, as if unable to overcome years of keeping the dark, unspoken need under tight control. Now, though, with his body hard against hers there could be no more pretence, no ignoring the truth between them. That she felt alive, wicked but alive as she never had before; knew that this was what she wanted, this was the token she�d demanded in return for coming back. Not just a kiss but his total surrender so that she could finally be free of the crippling desire for Max Valentine that had ruined every relationship she�d ever had.
Even as she clung to him he pulled back a little to look at her, his eyes dark, intense, yet giving nothing away, the habit of concealment too strong�
�You were saying?� he murmured, cool, self-possessed.
�I was?� Her body might be in flames, but she would match his cool��I don�t recall,� she said, reclaiming her arms, understanding that, for now at least, the kiss was over.
Her composure would follow in its own good time.
His response was a slow, wide, seductive smile. �Then I believe, we have a contract, Louise,� he said.
�You think?� she asked as he stepped back, picked up the glasses he�d brought with him. �I don�t believe I mentioned where exactly I wanted it. The kiss.�
She took the glass he was offering her before he actually spilled the contents, then continued, quite casually, �You do know you�re taking quite a risk giving me this? Track record would suggest that I�m as likely to toss it over you as drink it.�
�Maybe if I told you that it�s Krug?� he offered.
�You think that would stop me?�
He managed a wry smile. �On the contrary. I imagine it would add to your pleasure.�
Pleasure? There was no pleasure in it. In the past, when she�d thrown things, all she�d wanted was for him to stop saying things that made her angry, stop him criticising her, making her hate him.
�On the other hand, you do tend to respond in the heat of the moment. If you were going to throw it, you�d have done it already instead of talking about it.�
�True.� And besides, his way of putting a stop to a fight was so much more�interesting. �If I�ve leapt in with both feet, Max, I�m sorry. I�m used to working on my own, not having to answer to anyone except the client.�
�I am the client.�
�So you are. My mistake.� She looked up, met his gaze directly then, with the smallest of shrugs, �I may have got a little carried away in my excitement.� And he could take that any way he liked. �Tomorrow I�ll print out a note to stick on my computer-� TALK TO MAX�.�
�Whilst I treasure the rarity of an apology from you, I suspect I�m the one who should be grovelling. This is what Jack wanted you on board for. Your quickness. Your vision. You weren�t stepping on my toes, Louise. On the contrary, you were giving me a lift.� Then, �Not that I�m trying to dissuade you from talking to me.�
Anything but, Max thought.
He�d kissed her because it had seemed the only way to stop her saying words that would have ended everything, to exert the control that was slipping away from him. He�d lost that the moment she�d begun to kiss him back. He was still numb with the shock of it; the only thing on his mind her scent, faint, seductive, making him want to pull her back into his arms, bury his face in her skin�
He was walking and talking as if nothing had happened, but inside he was in turmoil, only able to think of kissing her again, this time not for himself but for her.
Kissing her throat, her breasts, every inch of her until she was whimpering with pleasure, with need, so that they could finish what he�d started. Begin anew�
But he could never do that again. Next time it really would have to be her call, and she�d made it clear enough that she would call, that they had unfinished business. He could only hope that she wouldn�t wait too long.
Even while he was sending urgent signals to his feet to step back, put a safe distance between them, she flipped her hair behind her ear out of the way in a give-away gesture that suddenly seemed as familiar to him as drawing breath.
She�d always done that, he realised, even when she was a little kid. When she was unsure of herself, out of her depth. Then, when she�d done it, she�d always looked at him for reassurance. Now she looked away.
�It might be a good idea to schedule a regular daily meeting,� she said, �just to keep one another in the picture about what we�re doing?�
Poised, composed, but now he knew it was all just an act. A very good one, to be sure, but it was no more than an ice glaze that hid a totally vulnerable core.
Beneath that apparent self-assurance her heart would be pounding, her mouth dry, her knees weak. He knew because that was the way he was feeling�
�What time would suit you best-morning or evening?� she prompted.
�The evening,� he said, without having to think about it. The evening offered all kinds of possibilities. A chat could become a drink, could become dinner, and after that anything was possible. �Seven?� he suggested.
�Six-thirty would be better.� She waited, he had no choice but to nod. �I�ll slot half an hour into my diary.�
Not what he�d had in mind at all. But it was a start.
Her mouth lifted in a wry smile. �Just listen to us, Max. Being so-o-o polite to each other. Who would have believed it possible?�
He forced a grin in response. �Better make the most of it, Lou-it can�t possibly last.�
�No.� For a moment they just looked at one another. �But then who would want it to?� And he knew without doubt that she would call him on that kiss and when she did he�d better be ready to deliver everything she wanted.
The very thought almost fried his brains.
�You do realise that this job is going to take chunks out of any pretence at a personal life?� he said, making an effort to change the subject, but failing dismally.
�Is that why you can�t keep a girl, Max?� she asked.
There was a time when that kind of remark would have brought him to the boil, hearing only the words, the implied criticism. Now all he heard was genuine concern.
�Relationships need time, hard work. You have to work at them if you want them to last.�
�No one has ever been that important to you?�
�Apparently not.� Then, because talking about his failures held no appeal, �What happened to the Honourable James the gossip columnists had you all but down the aisle with a year or so back?�
�That was nearly three years ago.�
She reached for her hair again. Looked away. No�Look at me�
�As always,� she said, �they mistook a light-hearted flirtation for something more important.�
About to suggest that it had looked a lot more than a lighthearted flirtation, he took pity on her. Whatever had gone wrong it was clearly still too raw to talk about and he was torn between a need to hit James Cadogan, and to wrap his arms around her and make it go away.
Since neither of the above was anything like a good idea, he settled for, �There�s a lot to be said for light-hearted flirtation when everyone knows the score.�
�My sentiments exactly, but then PR isn�t exactly a nine-to-five job, either,� she said. �In fact this is the only evening I�ve got free for the rest of the week.�
�Then it�s a good thing I made an effort this afternoon.� And because he didn�t want to remind her of all the times he hadn�t made an effort, let her down, he raised his glass and said, �A toast? To Bella Lucia. The future.�
By way of reply she lifted her glass, clinked it against his, said, �Salute, Max!�
Before he could reply, Martin tapped on the open office door. �Your food is ready, Miss Valentine.�
�Thank you, Martin.� She made to move, then, when he didn�t follow, �Max? Risotto won�t keep.�
But food was the last thing on his mind. She hadn�t responded to his toast to the future of Bella Lucia, but had replied with the Italian equivalent of �cheers�.
Louise was exhausted. Her feet ached; her head was pounding from music so loud she couldn�t hear herself think. She�d spent the week not only orchestrating media involvement in the HOTfood launch, but clearing her desk of all the niggling little jobs that had to be done, leaving her free to concentrate on Bella Lucia. Free to fly to Meridia with Max after the weekend.
Max.
Their working supper had ended as soon as they�d eaten. She�d made the excuse of an early start. He�d found her a taxi but it had taken all her powers of reasoning to dissuade him from escorting her home. By then she�d been desperate to get away from him, to clear her head, afraid that if he saw her to her door she�d drag him inside, tear his clothes off, tear her clothes off.
Distance didn�t help.
Not even the coldest of showers could shift the memory of that kiss from her head. It was as if the lid had been lifted on desires she�d kept damped down for years and she�d got to the point where she was almost afraid to close her eyes, risk sleep, because when she slept she had no way of keeping them under control.
At least the week was over. Having spent what seemed like an endless evening at the HOTfood launch party the last thing she needed was to arrive home in the early hours of Saturday morning to find Cal Jameson camped out on her doorstep.
�All the hotels full?� she asked, irritably, as she fitted her key in the lock. Stupid question. Since his brother was now married to her half-sister, Cal apparently considered himself family. And family were put on earth to provide free food and accommodation whenever you were in town. Which, since Cal was in the travel business, was often.
Which was what you got when you took advantage of the innocent. She should never have fallen on his neck in gratitude when he�d obeyed her sister�s orders and turned up at Christmas, blond, wide-shouldered and to die for in a perfectly cut dinner jacket, thus saving her from the embarrassment of arriving at the family party without a date.
Max always had some stunning eye-candy in tow and it was a matter of honour that she should match him, point-for-point, with the desirability of escort. Cal had delivered on appearance and that was all she�d asked for. She�d been away so much last year, had had so many other things on her mind, that she�d left it too late to round up a gallant willing to brave the Valentine family en masse.
When she�d seen that Max was on his own she�d felt a momentary pang of regret, but then he�d started flirting with Maddie, while she�She sighed. No use regretting what couldn�t be changed.
�I left a message on your machine to say I had a stopover,� Cal said as he followed her upstairs like an eager puppy, totally oblivious to her lack of enthusiasm.
Maybe, she thought, she should send him over to Max, since he was so hot on the subject of family.
�When?� she asked.
�Just before I left Dubai. Don�t ask me what time it was. I�ve crossed so many time zones in the last twenty-four hours I don�t know what day it is.�
She didn�t bother to enlighten him, but opened the door to her apartment, dropped the keys on the table, kicked off her shoes and tossed her coat over a chair. The red light on her answering machine was flashing, giving credence to his story. She ignored it.
�It wouldn�t have made any difference what time you called. I haven�t been home since six-thirty-�
�Jeez, Lou, what kind of bloke do you think I am?� She found the energy to raise an eyebrow. �No, honestly,� he protested, �it was earlier than that. You might have had a hot date or something.�
�It was the or something,� she assured him. �When I said six-thirty, Cal, I meant six-thirty this morning.�
�You went to work dressed like that?�
He didn�t wait for her denial, but whistled appreciatively at the clinging ankle-length dress she was wearing, chosen solely because it didn�t wrinkle, even when it had spent all day rolled up in the bag she used to carry the essentials when she had to change on the job.
�You�re welcome to stay,� she said, because he was family, sort of, �but whatever you want, I�m afraid you�re going to have to fend for yourself. I�m going to bed.�
�I�ll take that,� he said, grinning broadly.
She finally cracked and laughed.
�No, really,� he assured her. �I�m happy to share. I can see you�re too tired to make up the spare bed.�
�In your dreams, Cal.�
�I�ve brought you a comfort package from Jodie,� he said, fishing out a padded envelope from his backpack.
�Jodie? How is she?� She missed her sister so much. Would phone her in the morning. �And Heath?�
�Good.� Then, �Double chocolate Tim Tams?� he said, waving the package temptingly in her direction.
�Really?� But no, she was not going to encourage him. �Sorry, I�ve found a local supply.�
�You�re kidding? Who�d have thought the Poms were that bright? What about DVDs of the latest episodes of Beach Street? I�ll bet you can�t get those two for the price of one at your local supermarket. Jodie tells me that you�re an addict.�
While it was true that she had become�engaged�by one of the Aussie soaps while she was staying with her sister, she wasn�t prepared to admit it.
�It�s the spare room or nothing. If you want the bed made, you�re going to have to do it yourself.�
�Fair enough,� he said, grinning. Totally unashamed. �You can�t blame a bloke for trying.�
Wrong bloke, she thought.
�You know the way, Cal. Don�t disturb me before noon unless the building is on fire.�
An insistent ring on the doorbell dragged her from a dream in which Max had been kissing her. He�d started at her toes and it was just getting interesting�No, that was an understatement. It was already interesting. It was just getting�
�All right, all right�� she muttered as the doorbell rang again, pulling on a wrap, staggering to the door to press the intercom.
�Yes?�
�Louise, it�s Max.�
�Max?� She felt herself blush from the toes up.
�Didn�t you get my message?� he asked, while she was still trying to get her brain around the fact that he was here, at her door, when her subconscious was telling her that he was in her bed�
�What message?� Then, rubbing her hands over her face in an attempt to wake herself properly, �No, don�t tell me, just come up.� She buzzed him up, blinking the sleep out of her eyes as she checked the time. Eleven-thirty?
She was half an hour short of dream time, but on the other hand she did have the reality.
She yawned, eased her aching limbs, filled the kettle, switched it on. �I�m in the kitchen,� she said, when she heard the door.
�Ah.�
She turned and was for a moment transfixed.
She couldn�t remember the last time she�d seen Max in anything but a dark suit, or dinner jacket. Wearing a pair of washed-out jeans, an open-neck shirt, soft leather bomber jacket, he looked so much more like the boy she�d once worshipped.
They�d been such friends, had always had such fun until her hormones had got in the way.
She�d missed that so much. Missed him.
Her life, she realised, had never been quite so joyful, quite so sunny, since she�d fallen in lust with him and, too young to hide her feelings, had destroyed something truly special. She ached for that lost innocence. Ached for his friendship�
She swallowed. �Ah?� she repeated.
He grinned. �The answer is clearly no. You didn�t get my message.�
�Er, no.� She glanced at the answering machine, its red light winking. Frowned as something nudged at her memory.
�Did I get you up?�
�What?� Then, realising how she must look-not so much Saturday casual, as Saturday slob in an old Chinese silk dressing gown hanging open over the baggy T-shirt she favoured for sleepwear, no make-up and her hair standing on end-she belatedly pulled the wrap around her for decency�s sake and tied the belt. Ran a hand self-consciously over her hair in an attempt to smooth it down.
�I had a late night,� she said, unhooking a couple of mugs from the rack. �It�s Saturday, for goodness� sake!�
What she did in her own time was none of his business.
Unlike what she did in her dreams�
�Don�t be so defensive, Lou. You�ve had a long week. How did the launch go last night?�
�Defensive?� Yes, defensive. When had that become her default mode when dealing with Max? She shook her head. �Sorry. Why don�t you just tell me what you said?� she suggested.
�Something along the lines of �Why don�t we have lunch at the Chelsea restaurant tomorrow to discuss how we�re going to handle the Meridia trip? I know you�re busy so don�t worry about calling back unless the answer�s no���
He opened his hands, inviting her response.
Thoughtful, fun�
�Ah,� she said.
�Maybe we could make that brunch? If we have it here you wouldn�t have to get dressed.�
Brunch in bed�
No, no, no�
�Um, maybe,� she said, brushing at her cheek as if she could somehow rub away a rerun of the blush. �I don�t know what I�ve got in. I�ve been too busy to shop.�
�Eggs?� he suggested, apparently oblivious to her heightened colour, more interested in the egg basket hanging from the overhead rail. �Why don�t I whip up something while you take your time and wake up?� he suggested, apparently catching on to the fact that she wasn�t quite with it.
One of the perks of coming from a family in the restaurant business; everyone had to put in some time in the kitchens and the men didn�t think it beneath them to cook.
She found herself smiling. Really smiling. �That would be nice,� she said. And realised that she meant it.
�Scrambled do you? Coffee?�
�That sounds good,� she said, then, afraid that she was grinning like an idiot, she ducked away, reached for the basket, then yelped as pain shot through her scalp as Max had the same idea.
�Oh, damn! Hold on, your hair is caught in my cuff. Don�t move,� he said, unnecessarily, as he lowered his wrist to unravel it, making things worse.
�Don�t pull!�
�Sorry. Here�� He lifted his arm, leaned into her, pinning her against the table with the weight of his body as he eased the tension on her hair.
Off balance and held fast, her face pressed into his shoulder, she had no option but to keep still while he tried to work it free, forced to breathe in the scent of leather, freshly laundered linen, something else-nothing that had come from a bottle. Something indefinably male. Memorably Max.
�What�s taking you so long?� she mumbled into his shoulder, in danger of drowning in Max-scented air.
�What?� Then, �Hang on, I�ve nearly got it�� And then she was free, except that his arm was round her now. And he hadn�t moved. �Okay?� he asked, looking down at her.
Your call, her inner temptress murmured. Go for it.
�What?� She shook her head. �No, I�m very far from okay,� she snapped, pulling free and gasping in sufficient fresh air to wash out the scent of him, rubbing her hands over her arms as if to free herself of the memory of his touch. Then, nursing her tender scalp. �What kind of idiot are you?�
�The idiot who offered to make you breakfast? As opposed to the idiot with half a yard of hair flapping about in the kitchen.�
�Half a yard of�� Words failed her, but not for long. �This isn�t one of your restaurant kitchens, Max-�
�Our restaurant kitchens.�
She�d started off angry with herself, but this miserable attempt to wrong-foot her just made her mad at him.
�This is my kitchen, my space. I don�t have to tie back my hair and put it in a net. When I�m here I don�t have to do anything I don�t want to.�
For a moment their eyes were locked in a combat of wills, the air crackling between them. Despite all the resolutions she�d made that week to be good, to be mature, if she�d had anything to hand other than the egg basket she�d have crowned him with it. Fortunately for him, she knew from experience just how much she hated cleaning up raw egg.
Maybe Max saw her dilemma, remembered the time she�d flung first and thought later, because without warning he began to laugh.
For a moment Louise couldn�t decide whether she was outraged or wanted to join him, but while she was thinking about it her mouth took off on its own and a hiccup of laughter escaped before she could slap a hand over her mouth to keep it in.
�Just remember that I�m not some wet-behind-the-ears sous chef you can order around,� she finally managed.
�No?�
Without warning Max was not laughing, but reaching out for her, pulling her close, wrapping his arms around her, enfolding her in his warmth. Not taking his eyes off her as the heat of his athletic body began to seep into her bones.
�No��
�I won�t forget,� he said, mistaking her intuitive denial of her body�s response to him for agreement. Then, his voice soft as velvet tearing, echoed her own thought. �You have my word��
�Lou!� The front door slammed shut, making her jump. �Lou, are you up?�
Cal?
Oh, hell, Cal!
�Time to wake up and smell the sausages, gorgeous!�
She�d known, at the back of her mind, that there was something. If Max had just given her a moment to wake up, properly, five seconds to think straight instead of stunning her brain cells with an overload of pheromones�
It was hard to say who moved first, only that Max was no longer holding her, that somehow she was by the kitchen door, putting as much distance as she could between the two of them before her unwelcome visitor burst in with all the unrestrained enthusiasm of a Labrador pup.
She didn�t even know why. They weren�t doing anything wrong�
�Damn, Lou,� Cal said, his back to Max as he tossed the keys on the counter, dumped a bag of groceries alongside them without ever taking his eyes off her. �You looked like sex on a stick last night, but given the choice I�d take you rumpled every time.�
She tried to speak. Make it clear that he would never be given the choice. All that emerged was a croak.
�Shocked into silence by the fact that I�ve been shopping, eh?� he said, with a grin. �Needs must,� he said, �and, let�s face it, you didn�t have anything in your fridge that a real bloke could eat for breakfast.�
�I wasn�t expecting any kind of bloke,� she finally managed, looking anywhere but at Max, knowing what he must be thinking would be written all over his face. And who could blame him? She was the one who�d let him think that she and Cal were more than�than they were. �Real or otherwise,� she added, helplessly.
�I know, but as always the welcome was as warm as the bed. In fact, my scrumptious, why don�t you toddle off back there while I cook you up a CJ special�?�
Max didn�t exactly clear his throat. It was more a low growl, alerting Cal to the fact that she was not alone.
He turned, glanced at Max, then at her, and with a careless shrug said, �Or maybe not.� He turned back to the shopping, began to unpack it. �No problem. Plenty for three��
�Thanks for the offer, but I don�t do threesomes,� Max replied and, with a nod in her direction, �You should have told me you had other plans.�
�Max�� she protested. Too late. He wasn�t listening. For an answer. An explanation. For anything.
�I�ll see you on Monday morning, Louise. Check-in is at six-fifteen. I�ll pick you up at five-thirty.� And with that he walked out of the kitchen, without so much as a glance at either of them, closing the front door very quietly behind him as he left.
She remembered that quiet anger.
It was nothing like the flashpoint moments when he�d shouted at her, she�d shouted back; up and down and over in a moment. Well, until that last time, anyway. But that white-lipped quiet when he was too angry to speak, that was something else. She�d seen it when his father�s last marriage had broken up, when his brother Jack had given up trying to please their father and walked out of the family home, the business, the country. Losing Jack had been another huge blow for him. The two of them had been so close, but when he�d left Jack had cut himself off from everyone�
Did he think that was happening again? That history was repeating itself with her? Understanding began to filter through the layers of her sleep-fogged brain�
�He seemed a little tense,� Cal said, distracting her.
�He�s got a lot on his mind.�
�Oh, right. Just as long as I didn�t ruin a special moment.�
She glared at him. Then, because it wasn�t his fault, but hers, she said, �No, Cal. You�re all right. Max just wanted to talk about work.�
�On a Saturday?� He grinned. �Bit keen, isn�t he?�
�Keen?� As she laughed she remembered laughing with Max. How good it had felt. �Describing Max as �keen� about the business is like suggesting Rip van Winkle took a nap.�
�He needs to relax. Take things easy.� Then, �So�Breakfast?� He reached up and unhooked a frying-pan from the overhead rack.
How ironic that Cal, a man normally so idle that he looked pained if he had to pull the ring on his own beer can, had today of all days decided to do something to justify his keep.
On second thoughts it was far more likely that hunger had driven him to action. That and genuine fear that if he�d woken her, she�d leave him sitting on the pavement next time he turned up unannounced; that he�d have to find a hotel and actually pay for accommodation.
In fact, now she actually looked at him, she realised that his offer of breakfast in bed had been all talk. Far from leaping into action, he was holding the frying-pan in the helpless manner of a man who was making a gesture, assuming that like any sensible woman she�d quickly relieve him of the burden; anything rather than let him loose in her immaculate kitchen.
�Not right now, thanks, Cal,� she said. �But you go right ahead.�
She ignored his crestfallen expression and instead helped herself from the carton of orange juice he�d so thoughtfully provided. She carried it through to the living room and, in an effort to wipe out the memory of Max�s expression as he�d walked out, put one of the Beach Street DVDs that Jodie had sent her into the machine. Then she broke open a packet of Tim Tams-if ever a moment called for chocolate-and told herself that she�d go after him later. He�d be easy to find. He�d be in his office, or one of the restaurants. Funnelling his anger, converting it into action, making it work for Bella Lucia.
Not that he had any reason to be angry. She had the sole right to anger in this scenario. How could he think her so shallow, so easy?
She�d never bed-hopped. Had discovered the very first time that it was not the way to drive him from her mind. On the contrary. It had only made the longing more desperate. As the chocolate hit her anger began to melt into something dangerously close to regret and, without warning, tears threatened.
�Are you sure I can�t fix you a fried-egg sandwich?� Cal called from the kitchen, hopefully. Or was that desperation in his voice?
�I�ll pass,� she assured him, then, as the familiar theme tune swept her back to the warmth of Melbourne, instead of letting go and indulging herself, she found herself wondering why, when Cal was a freeloading pain in the backside without a scruple to his name, she wasn�t ever tempted to decorate him with the contents of her egg basket.
Actually, it didn�t take a genius to come up with the answer; she wasn�t roused to fury by Cal for the simple reason that nothing he did actually mattered to her.



CHAPTER SIX

LOUISE�S attempts to distract herself with Beach Street were a dismal failure. Tensed for the sound of the doorbell, waiting for the phone to ring, she was unable to concentrate.
Neither obliged.
Why would they? Max had told her what time he�d pick her up. What else was there to say?
An apology for acting like a jerk, perhaps? Something along the lines of �It�s none of my business who you have staying in your apartment��
It wasn�t any of his business.
Liar!
The little voice that had taken up residence in her head turned up the volume, refusing to be ignored and infuriatingly, she knew that it was right.
The way she�d responded to his kiss, her very bold-
No, she was done with fooling herself; if she was reduced to a blush just thinking about it she�d been a lot more than bold.
The way she�d responded to his kiss, her brazen assertion that she considered it no more than a down payment, made it his business.
When Cal had walked into her apartment as if he�d owned it, owned her, Max had had every right to be mad.
Which was the second time she�d been forced to admit, to herself if not to him, that he was right and she was wrong.
Not good.
Okay. Forget the apology, but he�d said he wanted to discuss their trip to Meridia. He might be mad at her, but he still needed to do that. When he�d calmed down he�d call her and she�d be able to tell him that he�d got it totally wrong, that she and Cal were not an item, never had been, never would be, so he could stop behaving like an idiot and get back here.
The thought briefly prompted a smile. Then reality brought her back to earth.
Apart from the fact that Max didn�t like anyone telling him he was wrong-which was, of course, what made it such a pleasing proposition-there was the small detail of what would happen next.
Would they pick up where they�d left off? With his arms around her and an expression in his eyes that promised her a world of trouble?
And your problem with that is�?
She swallowed, nervously.
Yes?
�No problem, okay!�
At her outburst, Cal appeared from the kitchen. She glared at him, daring him to comment; he held up his hands in mute surrender and beat a hasty retreat.
No problem, she repeated, but this time silently, in her head. It was time to admit, at least to herself, that she wanted Max to finally lose it, make the kind of passionate, no-holds-barred love to her that he had done in her wicked imagination a thousand times.
Then, surely, she would be able to wipe him from her mind. Get over it. Forget him.
But not right now.
In the past it had always been Max in control of their relationship. Max doing the right thing. Max behaving well�
Just this once she needed to be the one in the driving seat, the one making things happen. If she ran after him, begged him to listen, no matter what happened afterwards, he would still be dictating events.
Abandoning the television, telling herself firmly that whatever he�d wanted to talk about would have to wait until Monday, that she wasn�t hanging around the phone waiting for him to climb down off his high horse and get down to work, she went to take a shower. A very cool one. Then she went to her office to finalise the HOTfood account.
Work had always been an escape from her feelings. They had that in common. He�d been right about that, too. He had done her a favour by firing her from the restaurant.
If she hadn�t been so angry with Max, so desperate to prove herself, she doubted she�d ever have made such a success of her business. She�d have simply drifted from job to job until she�d settled for marriage, children, domesticity.
She�d come close. But Max was always there. An unfulfilled ache�
She turned on all the lights, reached for the file, and she was doing fine until the cell phone on her desk began to ring.
She made a grab for it, then forced herself to let it ring three times, to take a calming breath, before she looked at the caller ID.
It wasn�t Max, but her mother.
The one who�d brought her up. Held her hand when she was nervous. Cuddled her when she was sad. Bathed her knees when she grazed them trying to keep up with Max�
Lied to her.
She wanted to leave it, do what she�d been doing for weeks and let the voicemail pick up, unable to cope with the stilted awkwardness of a conversation where neither of them knew quite what to say, but found she couldn�t do it.
�Hello, Mum.�
�Darling? You were so long I thought I was going to get that horrible voicemail thing again.�
�Sorry. I did mean to call you back.�
�I know you�re busy.�
�Yes,� she said, hating that her mother felt she had to make excuses for her. �How are you? How is�?� She closed her eyes, stumbling at the first hurdle, unable to bring herself to say the word. She�d always been Daddy�s little girl but the minute he�d discovered he had sons he�d brushed her aside. Second class�
�Good,� her mother said, quickly filling the too obvious silence. �Daddy�s a lot better. Walking the dog, eating plenty of fruit and fish, keeping the stress levels down. Even finding time to play a little golf now he�s retired. The heart man is very pleased with him.�
�That�s good.�
�Oh, it won�t last. He�s bored out of his mind, fretting about the business. Whether Max is coping.�
�Coping? You�re joking. He�s in his element. Full of plans-�
�You�ve seen him?� Then, not waiting for an answer, as if that too was some information she had no right to, �I know how capable he is. He shouldn�t have had to wait so long for his chance. But Uncle Robert wouldn�t retire unless your father did, and you know your father��
Her mother pulled up again realising, perhaps, that was the one person she didn�t know.
�He�s fretting, Louise. The restaurant was his life. Maybe if you could come over, go for a walk with him, reassure him��
No, no�
�That�s why I was ringing. Is there any chance of you coming to lunch tomorrow?�
�I don�t-�
�No one else, just us,� she said, offering swift reassurance that the prodigal sons wouldn�t be there.
How much more painful all this must be for her mother, Louise thought. To have her own inadequacies as a woman so cruelly exposed, to be eclipsed by the sons of a woman who�d taken money from William Valentine to �disappear�.
�It�s been so long since it was just the three of us.�
But it never had been just the three of them. She had another mother and father, John Valentine had sons�
So many lies.
She couldn�t��I�m just so busy at the moment. I�m in the office now.�
�You work too hard, Louise.�
�I love what I do, but this is different. I�m going to be working for Bella Lucia from Monday and I�ve got a lot to clear up before then.�
�Max managed to persuade you?� Her mother sounded surprised, which was understandable, given their history. �Well, that�s good news. Daddy will be delighted.�
Her mother�s obvious relief that she�d be close, held within the family circle, at least for a while, set up her nerves like a nail on a chalkboard. Was that the real reason why Max wanted her? Not for her talent, but to please her parents? Was that part of the deal he�d made with Jack?
Did it matter? She was in control. She�d do a job that would bring kudos to her own consultancy. Gain an international reputation. It wasn�t only Max who could go global.
�We�re flying to Meridia at the crack of dawn on Monday,� she said, without comment. Pleasing �daddy� wasn�t any part of her plan. �I�m sorry, but I really will have to give lunch a miss.�
�I understand. Another time. Will you be seeing Emma?� she asked, changing the subject, unwilling to hang up.
�I expect so.�
�Well, give her my love. And make sure you wrap up well. Have you got a really warm coat? The kind of thing you wear in London won�t do. It�ll be much colder in the mountains.� Then, maybe realising that she was behaving like a fussy mother, she let it go. �Louise, have you met�?�
This time it was her mother who stumbled, unable to say the word.
�Patsy Simpson?� Lou filled in for her. �Yes, we had tea together this week.�
You had time for that, that busy little voice whispered in her ear. In the busiest week of your life you still found time for tea with Patsy�
�Oh.�
The sound was small, agonised, as if a knife had just gone in, taking her mother�s breath away. Louise knew exactly how she felt. It was the way she�d felt when her father had told her she�d been adopted. Still felt�
�Was it�a success?� Ivy finally managed. �Will you be seeing her again?�
�We�re having dinner next week. I�m meeting her new husband. Max is coming with me��
Unless he�d changed his mind. Without warning, Louise�s throat seized as her eyes filled with tears�
�Louise?�
�I�m sorry, Mum, really, I have to go.�
�Yes, of course. If there�s anything�� She caught herself. �Well, you know.�
Yes. She knew. But it was as if an invisible barrier had been erected between them; where there had been spontaneity, warmth, there was now just this horrible awkward politeness.
Her fault.
Ring Ivy. Don�t cut yourself off�
Max�s words echoed in the empty space where her family had once been. And not just his words. He�d betrayed to her feelings that she�d never suspected, an envy of the warmth of a family life he�d never experienced.
It was for him that she picked up the phone again, rang the familiar number. �Mum?�
�Louise��
�I will come. Soon. I promise��
Max stared at his cell phone, flicking through the names in its memory; the modern equivalent of a little black book. It was Saturday evening and he didn�t have a date. Hadn�t had a date since before Christmas. Longer. He tried to recall the last time he�d taken a woman out for the evening and discovered that it had been before his grandfather, the patriarchal William Valentine, had died the previous summer, precipitating the events that had thrown the Bella Lucia empire into such confusion.
He�d warned Louise that this business was hard on personal lives and he should know. But he was no longer involved in the day to day management of the restaurants. He was now responsible for the entire business and he had to think global, which, conversely, meant that his evenings-should he wish them to be-were suddenly his own.
He glanced again at the phone. There was only one person he wanted to phone but she was otherwise engaged with her dumb blond Australian, and, giving up, he tossed it onto the chair beside him, staring out unseeing over a Thames that reflected the gunmetal grey of the winter sky.
It was as if his memory had been overwritten and the only face in his brain�s database belonged to Louise.
Louise, her blue-grey eyes dancing, hair the colour of a wheat-field in summer, silk beneath his fingertips�
Louise, lips parted as if she were about to say something outrageous�
Louise, eyes more black than grey, lips soft and yielding under his own�
He turned abruptly from the window as the phone began to ring. Picked it up.
Not Louise but his mother.
�Georgie?�
�Max! Darling! How are you?�
�Fine.� He fought down the surge of feelings, of hope that for once she was calling him just for a chat. Like a real mother. �You?� he asked.
�Well, actually, darling, I�m in a little bit of bother��
Left with the choice of calling Max and putting him straight, spending what was left of the afternoon working, or going home and playing handmaid to her unwanted guest, Louise decided on none of the above and went shopping, instead.
She found a beautiful coat in a bright, cheering red cashmere that came nearly to her ankles. Utterly gorgeous and warm enough to please a dozen mothers, she told herself as she opened her bag to take out her wallet. Then discovered that she was holding her cell phone.
Call him�
She shook her head, fighting off the memory of that moment in the kitchen when Max had held her, looked at her as if the only thing he�d wanted was to make her dream a reality. Before she could do anything she�d regret, she pushed her phone to the bottom of her bag out of harm�s way, found her wallet and paid for her coat.
Then she went in search of a hat, boots-no point in doing half a job-and threw in a scarf and lined gloves for good measure.
Then she undid all that good work by splurging on some gossamer silk underwear that had a tog value on the minus side of the scale.
Her subconscious did no more than raise its eloquent eyebrows. They said, �So, who did you buy those for?�
She ignored it.
Thermal underwear was taking sensible too far.
Cal did his best to interest her in going clubbing that evening, but she pleaded pressure of work. Instead she phoned Jodie, spending an hour telling her about meeting their mother and catching up with her news, then made a cup of cocoa, and, determined on a early night, went to bed with nothing for company but a couple of books she�d found about Meridia.
She hadn�t been to the gym all week and after yet another dream-filled night-this time spent chasing something unnamed, unseen that she was glad to wake from-she went and worked up a good sweat before going home and finishing off the Tim Tams for breakfast.
After that she spent the rest of the day at her office with her cell phone switched off and by the time she got home Cal had gone, leaving the flat a tip. Presumably the wilting flowers were his idea of thanks for her hospitality. She tossed them in the bin and got out the vacuum cleaner, glad to have something to keep her occupied. Stop her from dwelling on the fact that none of the messages on her machine had been from Max.
When the doorbell rang on the dot of five-thirty on Monday morning, Louise flipped the switch and said, �I�ll be right down.�
She slipped into her new coat, set the black velvet beret at a jaunty angle on her head, picked up her roomy shoulder bag and went downstairs.
Max was waiting in the car with the engine running.
�Got everything?� he asked as she slid in beside him, clipped her seat belt into place.
So much for Miss Business Efficiency of whatever year you cared to mention.
What was the point when she didn�t even get a �good morning�?
�Everything important,� she replied and ticking them off on her fingers, �Hairspray, lipstick, emergency nail repair kit�� She looked across at him, suddenly wanting not to make him angry, but to make him laugh. �Safety pins��
If he was tempted to smile, he did a manful job of hiding it and, too late to do any good, she wished she�d kept a rein on her temper, or at least her tongue.
A first, that.
They made the airport in what must have been some kind of record, for silence as well as speed, on roads that were relatively clear so early in the morning. Although half an hour had never felt so long.
Things didn�t improve when they reached the terminal building. Max just leaned across her, took an envelope out of the glove compartment and handed it to her.
�You handle the check-in while I go and park.�
Unmistakably an order and considering it was combined with the silent treatment her immediate reaction was to tell him to stuff Meridia, stuff Bella Lucia and to go run his own errands. But even as she opened her mouth she found herself recalling her earlier regret and-another first-kept her peace.
�Right. Well, I�ll be-�
�I�ll find you, Louise,� he said, cutting her short. Then, �Will you please move, before I get a parking ticket?�
She manfully resisted the temptation to drop his passport and the tickets in the nearest bin and take a taxi home, but he was unappreciative of her restraint and once they were boarded, closed his eyes, suggesting that even silence was a strain. That he couldn�t bear to look at her.
Because he thought that she was involved with Cal? Nothing else had changed since the evening they�d spent talking about the business over supper, not touching, keeping their distance after that searing kiss.
Which meant what, exactly?
That he was jealous?
She glanced at him as if some clue might be found in his posture. In the give-away tension around his closed eyes as she watched him.
�Are you together?� The stewardess, breakfast tray in hand, joined her in regarding Max, unsure whether or not to disturb him.
�Never met him before in my life,� Louise replied, turning away and smiling up at the woman.
�Oh. Right. I don�t suppose he said anything about breakfast, then?� The woman sounded harassed. No doubt someone had already given her a hard time for trying to do her job, something Max would never do. He knew the stresses and was always considerate of anyone in the service industry.
Unless it was her, of course.
He�d always made an exception in her case.
And recalling her revelatory thoughts about Cal, she asked herself, So why would he bother? Unless he cared?
The stewardess was still waiting.
�Breakfast? Oh, wait, he did say something about looking forward to it.� Feeling a desperate urge to smile, she instead raised her eyebrows, inviting the woman to agree that he was clearly crazy. �I guess he didn�t have time to eat before he left for the airport.�
That finally did raise a smile-or maybe it was a grimace-and Max opened his eyes, straightened in his seat.
�Now would be a very good time to use one of those safety pins, Louise,� he said. �To fasten your lips together.�
Max regretted the words the minute they left his mouth. He�d spent most of the weekend reminding himself that it was always a mistake to mix business with pleasure, but when she�d swept out of the front door in that dramatic scarlet coat, sexy little hat, common sense had taken a hike. Even so, he�d thought he�d covered himself with the most innocuous of remarks.
�Got everything?� What was there to take offence at in that?
And now he�d done it again. This time with intent.
Apparently they couldn�t be together for more than a minute without one of them lighting the blue touch-paper. This time he was the guilty party and there was an apparently endless moment while he waited for the explosion. He was ready for it, wanted it, he realised in a moment of searing self-revelation. At least when they were fighting he knew he had her total attention. That she wasn�t thinking about anyone but him.
It didn�t happen.
Instead of taking the tray from the still hovering stewardess and tipping it in his lap, she leaned forward, picked up her bag and, from a miniature sewing kit, extracted a clip of tiny gold safety pins.
She unhooked one, turned and offered it to him. �Go ahead, Max.�
In the clear bright light of thirty thousand feet, her eyes were a pure translucent silver and for a moment he couldn�t think, speak, move.
�Whenever you�re ready,� she prompted. And pushed out her lips, inviting him to get on with it.
It was all he could do to stop the brief expletive slipping from his own lips.
�It�s a bit small,� was the best he could manage. �The pin,� he added, quickly, in case she thought he was referring to her mouth.
Too late, he realised that there was no safe answer as she lifted one brow and said, �So, I have a big mouth.�
Pushing him, inviting him to do his worst�
He felt a surge of relief. This was better. �Too big for this pin,� he said, closing his hand around hers. Happy to oblige.
They were six miles above the earth. Where could she go?
�Sorry about that,� she said.
Her mouth was innocent of a smile but without warning a dimple appeared in her left cheek and he felt a surge of warmth, knowing-because he knew her as no one else did-that it was there.
�I�m rarely called to pin up anything bigger than a shoestring strap, or a broken zip at a photo-shoot.� The dimple deepened as if she were having serious trouble keeping the smile at bay. �I�ll make a note to pack something larger in future.�
�Good plan,� he said, taking the pin, letting go of her hand. Touching her was firing up the kind of heat that no shower was cold enough to suppress. �In the meantime I�ll hang onto this one, just in case.�
�In case of what?�
�Just �in case��, he said, dropping it into his ticket pocket. �Who knows when one will encounter a shoestring-strapped damsel in distress?�
Then, because this elegant, perfectly groomed version of Louise was so different from the way she�d looked on Saturday, warm, tousled and sleepy from the bed she�d shared with Cal Jameson-when for a moment he�d looked into her eyes and seen himself reflected there, as if he were the centre of her soul-he turned away, unable to bear it.
�I�ll pass on the food, thanks,� he said to the stewardess. �Just leave me the juice.�
�Me, too,� Louise said. Then, turning to him, �Do you want to run through what we�re doing today, Max?�
Not as much as he�d hoped, but work had always served him well enough in the past.
�Why not?� And he watched as she produced a folder, opened it, handed him a copy of the papers. Within minutes he was absorbed in the ideas she�d managed to throw together over the weekend. �Impressive,� he said. �Considering the distractions.�
For some reason that made her smile.
�I spoke to my mother, too. Ivy��
�You called her?�
�She called me. She wanted me to go to lunch yesterday.�
�Perhaps there was something in the stars.� She frowned, not understanding. �My mother called me, as well. She wanted me to bail her out of jail.�
He hadn�t meant to tell her. He�d never told anyone. Not his father, not Jack. She was his mother. His cross.
�Max�� Louise laid her hand over his. �I�m so sorry. Is she in desperate trouble?�
�Nothing that money won�t sort out. Unpaid bills. It just took a bit of sorting out.�
�I would have helped.�
�I didn�t need any help,� he said. He didn�t need anyone. �I�ve done it all before.�
�It�s a shame we didn�t make it to the fishing lodge,� Louise said as they returned to the chauffeur-driven car Sebastian had thoughtfully laid on for them.
The day had just ebbed away. Lunch with Emma and Sebastian had been unexpected. Wonderful, but even an informal, private lunch with the king and his new queen was not exactly an eat-and-run deal. Then the meeting with a leading hotelier had been long on formality, short on substance, and who could know that the Director of Tourism thought he had to �sell� them Meridia? Organise a tour of the city, with stops at all the historic sites. It would have been unpardonably rude to tell him they were already �sold�, but it had left them too short of time to get out to the island in daylight.
Now they barely had time to make their check-in at the airport and, although Max had said nothing, it was as clear as day what he was thinking. That the wasted time was entirely down to her.
�I should have listened to you, Max, instead of trying to cram everything in. We�re going to have to make another trip to look at it.�
�That won�t be necessary.�
She stopped, stared after him. He�d didn�t even want to look? Was rejecting it sight unseen. Had he just been stringing her along, making some crappy pay back point about leaping before they�d looked�?
�You�ve decided against it?� she demanded, already regretting jumping in to take the blame.
Realising that she wasn�t keeping pace with him, he turned to face her.
�No, Louise. On the contrary. I want to see it very much, but I thought it likely that we�d need more time so I�ve arranged for us to stay over until tomorrow.�
�Oh.� She should have felt happy that he was, after all, enthusiastic about the project, but instead she felt oddly flattened. Excluded. Was that how he�d felt when she�d gone ahead and made arrangements without talking to him first? �You didn�t think to mention it?� she asked as she joined him and they moved on.
�I did, but at the time you were otherwise occupied.� It was true-Emma had claimed her attention over lunch, wanting to talk about the coming ball. Ask her advice��Is it a problem?� Max asked, standing back so that she could step into the rear of the car, then joining her. �We could always stop somewhere to buy a toothbrush.�
�Not necessary.�
She glanced at him, then quickly looked away.
They�d been sitting shoulder-to-shoulder close for most of the day, but clearly regretting letting slip his problems with his mother-showing a chink in his armour-he�d kept his distance mentally, put up some kind of invisible wall between them. Maybe it had simply been a business thing, a protection against the simmering undercurrent that was always there, just beneath the surface.
Now they were on their own for the first time since they�d landed, she was doubly conscious of his nearness, not as a business colleague, but as a man.
�I never travel without one,� she said, aware that he had looked at her, querying her response. �A toothbrush.� The �everything� she hadn�t got around to listing for him was her emergency pack consisting of spare underwear, a clean T-shirt and a toothbrush; having been held up by delays on more than one occasion, she never travelled without it.
�Nor do I.� Then, �I�m sorry if I�ve interfered with your plans for the evening. Did you have something special arranged?�
�On a Monday? After a full day travelling? Are you crazy?� Then realising what he meant, she added, coolly, provocatively, �Just an early night.� And felt a curious mixture of feelings as his jaw tightened. A giddy heart lift that he cared enough to feel jealousy at the thought of Cal Jameson in her bed. Regret that, despite the changes in their relationship, the fact that he�d felt able to open up a little to her about his own problems-and whoever would have believed Max Valentine had problems?-they were both still caught up in a loop, unable to break the habit of striking first, thinking later. �So?� she prompted. �Where are we staying?�
�At the lodge,� he replied, equally cool. Equally provocative. �We�ll have all night to make ourselves familiar with the interior, consider the possibilities and, if we�re still interested, all day tomorrow to look around the island.� He paused briefly. �I trust the arrangements I�ve made meet with your approval.�
She frowned. Did he really think she�d object? Or was it that he was still so angry with her that he felt he had to score points?
After the incident with the safety pin they�d both been on their best behaviour, managing an entire day without rubbing each other up the wrong way. Now, with no one around to see, they were, apparently, to return to sniping terms.
Well, not her. Not any more. �They do, Max,� she said, very quietly. �I should have thought of it myself.�
�You�ve been fully occupied with your own affairs, no doubt.�
�It has been quite a week,� she agreed, even though she was certain he wasn�t referring to the HOTfood relaunch, but holding to her determination not to be roused. �Twelve-hour days as standard. But as of five-thirty this morning, I�m all yours.�
�I think not.�
It was probably fortunate that the car pulled alongside the jetty at that moment, that they were fully occupied transferring themselves to a launch that was waiting to ferry them across to the island. It was hard work being this good when she wasn�t getting any help.
But the journey gave them a fairy-tale view of the city from the lake, the floodlit ancient castle, layer upon layer of lights descending and then reflected back in the ripples. They stood in the bows and watched its retreat before turning to each other.
�That�s a good start,� Max said.
�Magical. I�m glad we had a chance to see it at night.� Then as the boat slowed she turned to see the approach to the island, the fishing lodge. Equally magical. �Come on, let�s see if the arrival lives up to the journey.�
It did. A liveried footman was waiting at the jetty to lead them up a broad flight of stone steps that opened out onto a wide terrace, through a pair of huge, two-storey height doors. Once inside a vast entrance hall, the footman bowed them into the hands of a butler, before disappearing.
�Good evening, Sir. Madam.� He took their coats, passing them on to a hovering maid, and already Louise�s mind was working overtime.
They could keep all this, she thought. Sell it as a chance to be treated like royalty�
�I�ll show you to your room,� he said, leading the way up a wide wooden staircase that opened up onto a magnificent first-floor gallery with rooms on three sides. The lodge might have been small by castle standards, but not by any other measure.
He opened a door, crossed the room. �Your dressing room and bathroom are here, Madam.� Then, turning to Max, �What time do you wish dinner to be served, sir?�
�Not too late. It�s been a long day,� Max said. �Seven-thirty?�
�Certainly. A fire has been lit in the drawing room. Please ring and ask for anything you want.�
And with that the man was gone, leaving them both in a vast room dominated by an ornately draped and very high four-poster bed. At its foot, on a low chest, stood their bags.
Side by side.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THERE was a long moment of silence, then Louise cleared her throat and said, �I think there must have been a slight misunderstanding. The butler must have assumed we were husband and wife, rather than�
She stopped. It was hard to break the habit of a lifetime. Max was not family. And sharing a room with him, a bed with him, was her darkest dream�
�I�ll go and sort it out,� he said.
�No.� The word escaped her before she could corral it, keep it safely locked up.
Maybe.
Maybe she didn�t try as hard as she might have done.
This felt like fate saying, �Now��
�No?� he repeated, his face expressionless, giving nothing away. For a moment, when he�d taken the pin from her, kept it, anything had seemed possible. Since then he�d kept all interaction on a strictly business level, kept his distance, not just physically, but emotionally.
�I�m desperate for a cup of tea,� she said, losing her nerve. �Let me freshen up and then we can both go.�
�I thought you might want a little privacy in order to phone your Antipodean friend,� he said, stiffly. �Explain that you won�t be home tonight.�
�I don�t have to explain myself to anyone, Max, least of all Cal Jameson.� Or him, for that matter, but it was time to put an end to this. Set the record straight. �And after the state he and some girl he brought home with him on Saturday night left my flat in, he�s very far from being my friend. In fact the next time I find him on my doorstep at two in the morning, I�ll be very tempted to leave him there.�
�Girl?� Max repeated, homing in on the one important word, going to the heart of what she was telling him.
�He must have picked her up when he went clubbing. They woke me coming in at some unearthly hour�� Then, all innocence, �Oh, please. You didn�t think I was sleeping with him, did you?�
�You implied as much-�
�No, Max,� she said cutting him off, dropping the pretence. �You implied it. In front of a valued client, what�s more. You implied I was sleeping with him, too, I seem to recall, which might have been funny if it hadn�t been so insulting.�
�He certainly implied as much.�
�Cal? Or Oliver Nash?�
His mouth tightened. �You know who I mean.�
�Well, yes. Apart from the fact that he�s married, Oliver is far too much a gentleman to have done anything of the sort.�
�Not too married, or too much of a gentleman, to be above asking you out to dinner.�
�Too much of a gentleman to have boosted his ego by implying I was sleeping with him.� Then, furious with him for being so dense. �The man�s an incorrigible flirt, Max, but it doesn�t mean anything.�
�It might have meant nothing to you, but I can assure you that given half an inch of encouragement, he�d have been in like Flynn.�
Jealous, jealous, her heart sang�
�He didn�t have any encouragement because I never mix business with pleasure,� she said, firmly. �As for Cal, he�s like a big overgrown puppy. He understands the word no, but believes that if he ignores it, I�ll forget I said it.� Then, because it was suddenly vital that he was absolutely clear. �The most intimate exchange between us was that kiss under the mistletoe at the family party. In full view of everyone.�
�But you went home with him.�
�Yes, well�� She turned away, feeling hideously exposed, but knowing that she had to clear the air between them if they were going to work together. If they were ever going to finish what they�d started. �Taking Cal home wasn�t my idea of fun, but Jodie found the idea of sharing her honeymoon with her brother-in-law less than enthralling and, since she�d sent him gift-wrapped as my date for the evening, I returned the favour by letting him stay in my spare room.� She looked back at him, willing him to understand, cut her some slack. �It�s what sisters do, Max. They help each other out. You�d have done the same for Jack, wouldn�t you?�
�Taken home a good-looking woman who fancied the pants off me to give Jack some space with Maddie? I could see how that might work,� he said.
�Oh, forget it!� She grabbed her bag, headed for the bathroom.
�No.� He raked long fingers through his hair, ruffling it in a way that she found unbearably sexy. �I�m sorry. Tell me.�
An apology from Max now? They were coming along�
�There�s nothing to tell, Max. That�s the point. Except that Cal now treats my flat like his own personal hotel, turning up unannounced whenever he�s passing through.�
�I�m sorry, Lou.� Another apology? �I should have called you, offered to take you to the Christmas party.�
No, this wasn�t an apology. It was something far more significant�
Afraid he�d see, read the unbearable yearning in her eyes, she turned quickly away with, �Oh, right. Like I�d have said yes.�
She didn�t wait for his response, but scooted into the bathroom, not coming out until she�d combed her hair, freshened her lipstick. Wiped the need from her face.
�I�ll see you downstairs,� she said, when she emerged, heading for the door before he could say any more. Not looking at him, because to look at him was-as it had always been-to invite disaster.
She rang the bell, explained about the rooms, asked for tea, and by the time Max joined her the footman had returned with a tray laden with tea things, accompanied by a maid with a three-tiered tray containing tiny sandwiches, cakes, pastries.
�You know, I don�t think we need a hotelier,� Louise said as she handed Max a cup of tea. �I think we just need to keep these people on to run the place.�
�I doubt they�d want to trade the quiet life they have at present for the long hours and hard work of the commercial world.�
�I was�� Joking. �Never mind.� She shook her head, putting down her own cup. �I�m going to take a look around.�
Without waiting for him, she walked out into the magnificent entrance hall with its marble tiled floor, grand staircase, open hearth in which a fire had been lit since their arrival.
�This would make a perfect wedding venue,� Max said, joining her. Then, taking the lead, opening the door to a richly decorated banqueting room, �It�s not quite the way I imagined it would be.�
�You pictured stone walls running with damp, cold enough to freeze your marrow?�
�No, but a fishing lodge does suggest a certain rustic finish.�
�Yes, well, maybe we were being a little too literal in our use of the word. According to Emma, �going fishing� turns out to have been something of a euphemism within the royal family for meeting the mistress. This place might look mediaeval, but it was actually built as a folie d�amour by some goaty minor royal in the late nineteenth century. It�s practically new by Meridian standards.�
�You weren�t just discussing ball dresses when you disappeared for girl talk, then?�
She gave him a withering look. �It belongs to a branch of the family who spent money like water and lived a hedonistic lifestyle. The owner of this place is what used to be known as a �remittance man�. He�s paid a pension by the old king to stay away. Sebastian takes care of the running costs, pays the staff just to keep them in work. Nothing would please him more than to see it put to good use.� Then, as if as an afterthought, �He is also extremely keen to expand the tourist industry.�
�I know.�
�You do?�
�We discussed all this at length when he rang me last week.�
�He rang you?�
�He wanted me to know, if I was serious, that local laws mean I would have to have a Meridian partner, which isn�t a problem. As you already pointed out, we�ll need someone to run the residential side of the property.� He looked around. �He also wanted me to know that it will have to be preserved as it is.�
�And no doubt Bella Lucia will be responsible for conserving it?�
�That would be the deal.� He looked up at the gilded ceiling. �It�s a good one, too. We couldn�t hope to find anything like this; certainly couldn�t build it.� Then, �The only thing he didn�t tell me was how beautiful it is.�
�Maybe he thought you knew.� She gazed about her. �So, was that one of the things you planned to discuss with me on Saturday?�
He smiled. �You�ll never know, will you? Shall we continue the tour?�
They found a library, a billiard room with a number of rather splendid stuffed fish mounted in glass cases-possibly the origin of the �fishing� euphemism-a charming morning room and a vast, heated conservatory.
�Oh, yes,� Max said, turning slowly to take it all in.
�You like it?� Louise asked, only then realising just how important it was to her to have got it right. Demonstrated her worth.
�This would make a perfect informal restaurant, spilling out onto the terrace in summer. We�d have the formal dining room for weddings, functions, parties and there are a couple of smaller rooms for other private parties.�
�It would suit those small, high-level business conferences, too,� she pointed out. �There are what? Ten, twelve bedrooms? A honeymoon suite for bridal parties��
�It has everything. And it will be completely different from all our other restaurants, too. Meridia�s Bella Lucia will be unique, total luxury.�
�You already have a name for it?�
�It names itself. And about the staff, I was wondering if they�d be prepared to stay on and train the new people?�
She smiled. �We could ask them.�
He nodded. �Maybe you�d like to talk to them tomorrow. While I�m inspecting the kitchens, cellar and the utilities. The public rooms will need very little work. I don�t think we�ll find anywhere else that we can take over so easily.� He turned, touched her arm. �It�s a great start. Thank you, Louise.�
�You�re welcome,� she said, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Looking at the ceiling, desperate not to show him how pleased she was.
He didn�t let go, didn�t stop looking at her.
�Louise��
She waited, certain he was going to say something important, not about business, but about them. But after a moment he shook his head, let her go.
�I�d better take a shower before dinner,� she said, needing to escape, catch her breath. �I�ll see you down here just before seven-thirty.�
She managed to walk from the room, but then bolted up the stairs, shutting the door behind her and leaning against it. Afraid he�d follow her. Afraid he wouldn�t�
The maid who was waiting for her kept her face carefully expressionless as she said, �Shall I draw you a bath, Miss Valentine?�
She took a breath, pulled herself together. A shower. She should take a cold shower�
She shivered at the thought. Rejected it.
�Thank you�?�
�Maria, miss.�
�Thank you, Maria. That would be wonderful.�
�Since you don�t have any luggage, miss, Her Royal Highness said you might like to choose a dress from the wardrobe.�
The girl opened up a huge walk-in closet lined with racks of dresses, shoes and everything that went with them.
�Oh, my goodness�� She walked along the racks looking at the elegant vintage gowns, touching the delicate fabrics. Black, beaded silk, sapphire lace, slipper silk in all colours��These are beautiful. Who owned them?�
The maid shrugged. �I�ve no idea, miss. The count used to have parties here. In the old days.�
Louise picked out an art deco sliver of pearl-grey silk, held it against her.
�They shouldn�t be here. They should be in a museum.� Then, �No�� She�d seen gowns in museums. Dead things. Bits of cloth that looked nothing without a living, breathing person inside them.
�Yes, miss?� Louise shook her head. �I�ll run your bath.�
�Thank you,� she said, then picked up the phone, called Emma.
�Hi, Lou! What do you think of our little castle?�
�It�s absolutely beautiful, Emma, perfect, but, tell me, did you know there are dozens of fabulous vintage gowns, shoes, everything here?�
�The mistress�s wardrobe? I�ve heard about it.�
�My dear, you should see it! Have you any idea just how hot vintage clothes are right now? You were looking for something special for your ball-well, I think this could be it. A fashion show-I�m sure you could round up some celebrities for that. Then they could be auctioned off-it�s been done before. The press will be salivating, it will bring in all the Hollywood divas and your charity will raise a mint��
�Louise! You are a genius. I don�t suppose I could talk you into organising it for me?�
�Oh, please! Try and stop me!�
�There�s just one condition.�
�Anything.�
�You�ll be doing this for charity so you won�t get a fee, but I want you to have something.�
�No, I�ll do it for�� for the family, that was what she�d been going to say ��for you.�
�You�ve already done so much for me, Lou. Now it�s my turn to repay the favour. My condition is that you wear one of those dresses tonight.�
�But�But suppose I spill red wine down it?�
�Drink white if it worries you, but that�s the deal.�
�You know, Emma, since you got to be Queen, you have become so bossy!� She smiled. �Thank you.�
Max, having been shown, with profound apologies for an error that had been no one�s fault but his own, to another room, found a footman laying out a slightly old-fashioned dinner jacket and dress shirt. His initial response was to say thanks, but no, thanks, but it occurred to him that they would have found something for Louise, too, and she wouldn�t hurt their feelings by rejecting it.
He was the only one she didn�t care about hurting. Telling him one thing with her eyes, another with everything she did, said. If she ever found out the truth�
He went downstairs at seven-fifteen so that she wouldn�t be left on her own, took the whisky the butler poured for him, but, too restless to sit in the drawing room, he paced the hall, his head full of the new restaurant, which of a number of world-class chefs he might tempt to take charge of the kitchen, the start-up costs�
All it took to distract him was a whisper of silk and he turned, looked up.
Louise, her hair twisted up and held in place with some kind of exotic jewelled clip, her hand trailing lightly on the banister rail, draped in a slender silk gown whose soft folds displayed every curve of her body, clung to her long thighs as she moved, was slowly descending the stairs.
For a moment he was transfixed.
He�d seen her dressed for an occasion countless times before; looking like a queen for some other man. But this time she�d dressed for no one but him�
Regaining the use of his limbs, he crossed to meet her and instead of the usual sarcastic remark-gauged to provoke a response guaranteed to leave them both despising the other-he said the first thing that came into his mind.
�You look absolutely stunning, Louise.�
�Thank you,� she said as she reached the bottom step. �I didn�t intend my entrance to be quite such a Hollywood performance, but the dress is a little long and the footwear�� she hitched up her skirt an inch or two to display a matching high-heeled sandal ��is a little on the large side. The stairs required extreme care.�
�I enjoyed every moment of it,� he assured her, then as a clock began to chime the half-hour the butler appeared to announce that dinner was served.
Max extended his arm. �May I escort you in to dinner, Miss Valentine?�
She smiled, laid her arm along his. �Thank you, Mr Valentine.�
Dinner was served to them in a small dining room that they had missed on their exploration. Richly decorated on the most intimate scale.
It was a room plainly made for lovers, yet despite their surroundings, the wonderful food, fine wines, exquisite clothes, he felt himself retreat a little, become more distant, determined to keep the conversation firmly fixed on the safe subject of business. He laid out his ideas, she offered marketing, PR strategies.
Neither of them wanted coffee, and when they moved to the drawing room so that the staff could clear away Louise didn�t settle, refused a nightcap. His overwhelming reaction was relief. The entire day had been a strain and he needed to escape from this brittle concord before he did, or said, something to shatter it.
�I�m ready for bed, Max.�
�It�s been a long day. We�ll take it easy tomorrow, just potter around. Take a load of photographs. Come on, I�ll see you to your room.�
�I�m not helpless,� she said as he took her arm, shivering a little at the unexpected contact.
�Not helpless, but at the mercy of those shoes. I�m not prepared to risk my most valuable asset taking a tumble and breaking her neck.�
She glanced at him, as if surprised, although why she would be when he�d made it plain that he�d do anything to get her to join him, but she said nothing until they reached her door.
Instead of opening it, ducking quickly inside, as he�d expected her to, she turned to face him, said, �You never did tell me what you wanted to talk to me about on Saturday, Max.�
�To be honest I was rather hoping we could both forget Saturday.�
�All of it?�
Not the moment when he�d seen her standing in her kitchen, hair tousled, flushed from bed. Her wrap hanging open, her lovely legs bare. Not the moment when she�d looked up at him as if he were the only man she�d ever wanted�
�Maybe just the last bit, where I behaved like a moron.�
�I don�t want to forget that part, Max,� she said, her voice so soft that he had to bend his head to catch the words. �You wouldn�t have reacted that way if��
She hesitated as if to say the words would be to expose them both so he said them for her.
�If I hadn�t wanted to throttle Cal Jameson. If I hadn�t wanted you for myself.�
Now�
The voice in Louise�s head was so loud that she was certain Max must hear it too. But he didn�t move.
�This room,� she managed. �It wasn�t a mistake, was it?�
Max shook his head and, emboldened by a tiny sigh that escaped her, said, �It wasn�t a spur-of-the-moment decision. I realised we�d need more time and when I spoke to Sebastian, I asked if we could stay here. He gave me the number so that I could make my own arrangements with the staff; the butler misunderstood and I didn�t correct his mistake. I thought, hoped that this might be somewhere private, neutral ground where we could continue our discussion about exactly where you wanted me to kiss you.� He looked up, met her gaze head-on. �A place where we could conclude all contractual obligations to your complete satisfaction.�
She came close to smiling. �In an icy, rustic stone lodge?�
�You wouldn�t have felt the cold,� he assured her.
�No?�
She shivered, despite the heating, but still he didn�t touch her, even though her body was doing everything but scream at him to go for it, even though she could feel that his hand, still supporting her elbow, was not quite steady�
He was giving her total control. Her call�
She opened the bedroom door and led him inside, turning to face him as the door closed behind them �Show me,� she said, her voice scarcely strong enough to reach him and, lifting her hand, she touched a fingertip to her cheek. �Kiss me here.�
His eyes seemed to take on a new intensity and for a moment she was afraid that she�d unleashed a passion that he wouldn�t be able to hold in check but when, after a pause that seemed to last a lifetime, his lips touched her cheek she felt no more than a whisper of warmth. Enough to send a flash of heat through her and for a moment she swayed towards him, dangerously close to flinging herself on him. If he made one move�
But he didn�t. He was leaving her to set the pace, take it where she dared.
If she had the courage.
Responding to his unspoken challenge, she moved her hand, touched her chin.
�Here,� she said, on a breath.
His eyes, darker than pitch, warned her that she was playing a dangerous game. Did he think she didn�t know that?
This was their time. Now. It would be brief, glorious but brief, like a New Year�s Eve rocket, and afterwards, when it had burnt out, she would be free of him.
They would both be free�
�Here,� she said, raising the stakes, touching her lower lip, anticipating the same exhilarating, no-holds-barred kiss with which he�d stopped her walking away. Would use this time to carry them both over the threshold of restraint and beyond thought.
But he did no more than touch her lower lip, tasting it with his tongue. It was all she could do to remain on her feet; her only compensation was knowing how hard this must be for him. To hold back, wait. It would have been difficult to say which of them was trembling more, but he was forcing her to make all the moves, insisting that she be the one to tip it over the edge from a teasing game into a dark and passionate reality.
�Now, Max,� she said. Unfastening her dress, she let it fall in a shimmering puddle of silk at her feet, leaving her naked but for the scrap of silk and lace at her hips, lace-topped hold-ups, high-heeled sandals.
His response was to pull loose his tie, remove his jacket and toss it aside, finally turning the key in the lock without ever taking his eyes off her.
She�d thought she�d die with the sheer force of desire his first kiss brought bubbling to the surface, but now every cell in her body seemed to sigh, melt as his mouth kissed a slow seductive trail over her breasts and down across the soft curve of her stomach.
In that moment she felt like a conqueror, a queen receiving tribute from a vanquished king whom she�d made her slave.
But then he hooked his thumbs under the ties of her silk panties removing the last barrier between them, using his mouth until �now� became not a command, not permission to touch, but a whimpering entreaty, a plea for his hands, his body, for all he had to give, and she knew that she�d made a mistake.
As he finally took pity on her, responded to her �Max�please�� lifting her acquiesent body in his arms, carrying her to the great four-poster, she discovered that, far from being the one in control, she was the conquered.
Louise woke in a series of gentle waves. First there was a boneless, almost out-of-body consciousness in which she was dimly aware that it was morning, but felt no pressure to do anything about it. Then came a gradual awareness of a soft pillow beneath her cheek, limbs heavy with the delicious languor of utter contentment.
She nestled down into the pillow, unwilling to relinquish her dreams.
Something warm tickled her shoulder.
She twitched away, burrowed deeper.
It happened again and this time she reached to pull up the sheet, tuck it in, but instead of the sheet her hand encountered warm skin over hard bone.
Her face still buried in the pillow, she flattened her hand over a nose that wasn�t quite straight, a mouth blowing soft, warm breath against her palm.
Not a dream, she thought, as finally awake she recalled where she was, who she was with. Every word, every touch, every little whimper as she begged him to love her. Every fierce sound she�d wrung from him in return�
She turned her head, opened her eyes.
Propped on an elbow, he�d clearly been watching her, waiting for her to wake. The fact that he�d grown impatient sent a ripple of delight coursing through her veins and she slid her fingers through his hair, fantasy fulfilled; she had never seen his short, thick, perfectly groomed hair without wanting to do that. Disturb the outer perfection, shatter his control. She�d done that, she thought, in a moment that was pure victory. Then she rolled over onto her back, drawing him to her.
She�d wanted to be free of him, of the dark primal need for him that had destroyed every other relationship. But there was no hurry. She had until the fourteenth to put together her PR and marketing plan. All the time in the world.
�Did anyone ever tell you, Max,� she said, �that when you wake a woman from her dreams, you have to replace them with something more�substantial?�
�First you have to tell me your dreams, my sweet,� he said, his smile slow and lazy, his eyes smoky-soft in the early-morning light. �Tell me all your dreams, your wildest fantasies, and I promise you that I�ll do whatever it takes to make them come true.�
�You promise?� The word sent a tiny shiver of apprehension sweeping through her. She dismissed it, said, �Have we got that long?�



CHAPTER EIGHT

�WELL, that�s a give-away smile. Who is he?�
Louise, lost in her thoughts, hadn�t realised she was smiling and abruptly straightened her face. �He?�
�Oh, come on.� Gemma, her PA, was grinning fit to bust herself. �Only a nomination for an award, or a new man in your life, could put a smile that wide on your face. Since it isn�t the award season�� She held out her hands, palms up, in a gesture that said �case proved�. �So, come on. Give.� Then, slapping her forehead, �No, don�t tell me-�
�If you insist,� Louise replied, more than willing to change the subject. �Did Max send over the artist�s impressions of the Qu�Arim restaurant? He said he�d have them here by lunchtime.�
Was her voice quite steady as she said his name? Should saying �Max� be quite such a secret pleasure when she was supposed to be clearing him from her system?
�You�ve used your royal connections to hook yourself a Meridian prince,� Gemma continued as if she hadn�t been interrupted. �That�s the reason you stayed over for an extra day.�
�Just call me Princess Louise,� she agreed. �The drawings?�
�Hmm, not a prince. You didn�t blush.�
�I�m a PR consultant, Gem. I do not blush.�
�If you say so.� Then, �You can�t have any secrets from your PA, Lou. It�s not allowed. If I don�t know what you�re up to,� she said, sitting down and propping her elbows on the desk, �I won�t be able to fend off questions from the press when they get wind of it.�
�Don�t worry about it. In the unlikely event that the press should show any interest in who I�m dating you have my full permission to tell them everything you know.�
�Unlikely? Are you kidding? You dropped off the gossip planet when you split with James. As far as the diary hacks are concerned, you owe them three years� worth of copy.� Then, her chin in her hands, �So, you are dating?�
�No, Gemma.�
�Sorry, not convinced. A girl doesn�t get that kind of glow without some serious attention from a man who lights up her soul.�
Max did not light up her soul. She wasn�t that kind of fool. Every other part of her, maybe�
�I�ve been taking vitamins,� she said.
�What kind? I want some.� Then, �Really not dating?�
�You mean the institution where a man asks a woman out, takes her out to a concert or for a meal or whatever he believes is the fastest way between her sheets?�
Gemma nodded expectantly.
�No. I�m not doing that.�
It was true.
Dating was part of the getting-to-know-you ritual in which a couple circled around each other, tested each other against their own lives to see if they were a fit. Or, failing that, whether the sexual attraction was powerful enough to counteract common sense�at least for the time being.
With Max it wasn�t like that.
They didn�t have to play that game. They�d known each other all their lives. Why waste time sitting opposite one another in a fancy restaurant where the whole world could see them making small talk and leap to its own conclusions, when they could be sharing supper in bed? Why waste time providing gossip for the tabloid diary writers?
Besides, the secrecy added a certain piquancy, an extra level of excitement to their affair.
�You�re smiling again,� Gemma said.
�I can�t think why when I�m still waiting for those drawings.�
�They haven�t arrived yet.� Then, turning her head as someone came into the outer office, �Correction, the boss has brought them himself.�
�Max?�
Louise saw the exact moment when Gemma realised the truth. Not that she said anything. She didn�t have to. She looked at Max standing in the doorway, holding not just the large envelope containing drawings of the Qu�Arim restaurant, but a spray of dusky pink roses, glanced back at Louise and then pointedly removed herself from the office, closing the door behind her.
�Were all the couriers busy?� Louise asked as he dropped the roses on her desk.
�The message I�m delivering is far too personal to entrust with a spotty youth on a motorcycle.�
His hands braced on the arms of her chair, he bent to kiss her, taking his time about it.
The thrill, the tiny shock of delight, was still as new, as startling as the first kiss they�d shared. It made her feel like a giddy eighteen-year-old. And as old and knowing as time.
He pulled back an inch. �Besides, I�m on my way to talk to the accountants.�
�And you decided to take the long way round?�
He grinned, propped himself on the desk. �Not because I need the exercise.�
�Oh, please, I�m not complaining,� she said, laughing. �But I fear that we�ve just been rumbled.�
�Rumbled?� He glanced at the closed door. �Gemma?�
�I think the flowers might have been the give-away.�
�A gift from a grateful employer.� Then, �What, Oliver Nash never sent you flowers?� he asked, glancing at the vast arrangement that had been delivered to the office, a personal thank-you for the HOTfood launch.
�He sends Flowers,� she said, emphasising the capital F with a broad gesture that suggested vast quantities of hothouse blooms. �And they are delivered by messenger. He doesn�t drop by with a bunch of roses from the flower seller on the corner.�
�His mistake.� He grinned, looked at the roses. �Although I didn�t set out with flowers in mind, I have to admit. It was just when I saw these they reminded me of you.�
�You needed reminding?�
She picked them up, ruffled the velvety petals beneath her fingers and then, aware that he was waiting for her to ask in what way exactly they had reminded him of her she looked up, inviting him to elaborate.
�Reminded me specifically of the moment when you dropped your dress at your feet. They�re exactly the colour of the incredibly small amount of underwear you were wearing, wanton hussy that you are-�
�Sh!� she said, her face turning the same colour as the roses.
�A wanton hussy who blushes like a schoolgirl.�
�I don�t!�
He didn�t argue, just reached out, hand closed, and rubbed her hot cheek with the back of his fingers.
�Is it such a big deal, Lou? Gemma knowing? People saw us dining with Patsy and Derek last week.�
�No one we knew.�
�Maybe not. But the ma�tre d� recognised me and when one Valentine eats in a restaurant that�s not his own, it�s gossip. When two of us do it, it�s news. You�re not exactly low profile, Lou, and Patsy didn�t opt for discretion in her choice of restaurants. She wanted to show you off.�
Louise groaned. �I know. Half the staff at that place are probably Diary stringers for the redtops, but I couldn�t bear to disappoint her when she was so excited.�
�No, of course you couldn�t.�
�From now on we�ll have to be more discreet.�
�Will we?�
�Please, Max,� she said, imploring him to understand.
�You have a problem being seen out with me?� He shook his head. He was still smiling, but not right up to his eyes. �And I thought the reason we stayed in was because you couldn�t get enough of my body.�
�Well,� she said, desperate to tease him back to a smile, �there�s an upside to everything,�
�But?�
�But nothing. I don�t care about other people, Max, only Dad. He�s just getting over his heart attack��
�And you think if he knew that I was sleeping with his little princess the shock would kill him?�
�I�m not�I�m not prepared to take the risk, are you?� she said, flaring up briefly at his lack of sympathy. Then, silently begging him to understand. This affair was too hot to sustain itself for long; it would burn itself out in its own heat soon enough��You know how he feels about your father.�
�Bitter. Chip on his shoulder a mile high.� Max was not with her on this one. �But I�m not my father. Besides, don�t you think he should have got over that at his age?�
�Try to understand, Max. Your father was the son of an adored second wife while my father saw his own mother abandoned, without support, dying of pneumonia.�
�The country was at war, Louise. Life was hard for everyone.� Then, �It�s not just that, though, is it?�
She shook her head. �No. Your father had everything. Not just two loving parents, but looks, charisma, women falling at his feet.�
�Children of his own?�
�Sons,� she said, the word like a knife to her heart. But even as she said the word she finally understood why her father had wanted to keep the fact that she was adopted a secret. No, not so much a secret as sweeping it under the carpet. Pretending it wasn�t so. Because even in this, most basic of human functions, he�d been eclipsed by his younger, more glamorous half brother�
He�d never been able to forgive his father for being there for Robert. Caring more about Robert. Never able to forgive Robert for having everything.
Was she falling into the same mistake? Unable to forgive, to move on?
He didn�t deserve that from her.
�He�s finally caught up in the son stakes,� Max reminded her.
She shook her head.
�But even in that he was deprived, don�t you see? He didn�t know they existed until last year. He blamed William Valentine for that, too.�
He shrugged. �To be honest I have more sympathy with your mother. Have you been to see her recently?�
She shook her head.
�She needs you, Lou. No matter how much you enjoy Patsy�s company, Ivy�s your mother too.�
�You think she�d understand�this? Us? Approve?�
�Like Patsy, you mean?�
Maybe that was why she�d enjoyed the evening with Patsy so much. She hadn�t judged them. They hadn�t had to hide their feelings from her.
�As my mother, Max. As John Valentine�s wife.�
�The reason Patsy isn�t bothered, Lou, is because she hasn�t been involved. There�s no history.�
�That�s not true!�
�For Ivy, you�re her whole life. Talk to her, Louise.�
�Not about us,� she said, not wanting to go there. Determined to keep him with her on this one thing. �This isn�t��
�Isn�t what?�
She shook her head. �Serious,� she said, opting for the easy answer.
�Not serious?� There was a momentary pause. �Are you telling me that you�re just playing with me? That all you want is my body?�
�Absolutely,� she said, grabbing at this chance to turn it into a joke.
�Is that right?� He let the past go and, with an imperceptible contraction of the lines fanning out from the corners of his eyes, began a slow, seductive smile that made her forget all about her mother, her father, instead jolting her into one-hundred-per-cent awareness of him. �Are you sure it isn�t because being with me makes you feel just the tiniest bit�wicked?�
�Only �the tiniest bit�?� she managed, through a throat apparently stuffed with cobwebs. �I was hoping for much better than that.�
His answer was to open his hand, cup her head, lean forward and kiss her, long and deep, his tongue a silky invader that ransacked her mouth, turning her limbs to water.
�Better?� he asked, when he�d done and she lay back, limp in her chair.
�Much better,� she said, smiling like an idiot in a way that would have confirmed all Gemma�s darkest suspicions.
Blissfully better.
Her plan had been to gorge on a glut of Max Valentine so that she would lose her appetite for his kisses, his love, but the truth was that they were addictive; the more she had, the more she wanted.
With him she held nothing back. There was no reserve. He turned her on like a searchlight.
�So,� she said, her voice pure vamp, �do you want to make out on my desk?�
He kissed her once more, but briefly, before straightening. �While I�d love to stay and play, sweetheart, I�ve got an appointment that won�t keep,� he said, backing towards the door, grinning. �But hold that thought until our evening meeting. I�ll see you on my desk at six-thirty��
�You�re walking out on me?� Okay, so she hadn�t actually meant it. Well, probably hadn�t meant it. But no way was she letting him get away with that�
�It isn�t easy,� he assured her, but he kept on walking.
She let him reach the door before she said, �So you don�t want to check that the underwear really does match the roses, then?�
He lost the grin. �You�re wearing it?�
�There�s only one way to find out.�
When he�d gone, Gemma appeared in the doorway. �Max was in a hurry.�
�He was late for an appointment with the accountant.�
Believing her had been his first mistake; coming back to check for himself had been his second.
Two out of three wasn�t bad.
She�d felt the need to test her power, make it as hard as humanly possible for him to leave, but he�d eventually managed to tear himself away. Late, it was true, but still not here. Not that she should be surprised. Max had always taken his responsibilities seriously. Put Bella Lucia before anything-anyone-else. It was, now she understood him a little better, easier to see why.
�So?� Gemma picked up the roses. �Do these go in water or the bin?� She sniffed them, pulled a face. �They�ve got no scent,� she said, as if that settled it.
�Max didn�t buy them for the scent.� And her smile returned as she remembered exactly why he�d bought them. For the moment he was finding more than enough time for pleasure. �Put them in water, Gem. I�ll have them on my desk.�
Next time he called in, he�d see them there and he�d remember, too.
She caught herself. Next time? She shook her head as if to clear it. Enjoy the moment, she reminded herself. Enjoy each time he broke stride, found precious time to be with her.
Then she smiled. She might not have been able to do more than delay him but she�d done a very satisfactory job of distracting him. The image she�d planted in his head, her scent, the taste of her, would be with him all the time he was with the accountant, discussing the costs for fitting out and launching Bella Lucia in Meridia.
When Gemma returned with the vase, she lingered, fussing with the flowers until Louise put down her pen, sat back and said, �Okay. You�ve obviously got something on your mind. Out with it.�
�It�s nothing.� Then, finally, she looked at her. �Just�You will be careful, Lou?�
�Careful? Is this where I get the �safe sex� lecture?�
�Well, if you think you need a refresher course, but to be honest I was more concerned about your heart. Max Valentine is not exactly Mr Commitment, is he?�
�That�s not fair!� Louise responded without thinking. Defending him. Who, in all his life, had ever been one hundred per cent committed to him? Put him first?
Then, as Gemma�s eyebrows hit the ceiling and she realised that she�d overdone it, she tried to limit the damage.
�I�m not looking for commitment,� she said. And it was true, she wasn�t. Hadn�t been��This thing between Max and me��
How to explain it to Gemma? Impossible when she wasn�t entirely sure what it was herself. It had all seemed so simple�
�This �thing�?� Gemma prompted, making quote marks that suggested scepticism, if not downright sarcasm.
No, it was simple.
�It�s not serious. Really,� she stressed when her PA, who knew her far too well to be easily fooled, did not look convinced. �It�s just unfinished business, that�s all. Something that�s been simmering away since we were adolescents. It should have happened a long time ago. Would have if we�d known the truth, that I was adopted. That there was no impediment to a relationship.�
�So all that snapping and snarling at one another was no more than repressed lust and now, what, you�re just getting it-getting him-out of your system?�
�You see? Easy,� she said, with more conviction than she actually felt. It had been so heart-stoppingly special to look up, see him there. �It�s no more than a bit of fun,� she insisted.
Gemma was looking at her a little oddly and even as she said the words she knew, deep down, that it had gone way beyond that.
But it was a temporary madness. It had to be. She�d given herself until the fourteenth. On that day all debts would be paid and by then Max Valentine would be out of her system, as Gemma had so neatly put it.
�So why be coy?� her PA persisted. �It�s not as if either of you are involved with anyone else. Max is apparently wedded to his job and it�s been nearly three years since you split up with-�
Louise stopped her with an impatient gesture. She didn�t want to think about James, let alone talk about him.
�Dad�s had enough shocks lately, don�t you think? You know the history.�
She�d spilled it all to Gemma, needing someone completely neutral to talk to after her father had blurted out that she was adopted. It was Gemma who�d held the tissues, poured the brandy, found out how to trace her real mother.
�I can see that your dad wouldn�t be exactly thrilled by the idea of you and Max as an item,� Gemma admitted, �but neither of you are kids��
�No. We�re not. I told you, it�s no more than a�� Louise made a vague gesture, unable to say the words again.
�A bit of fun,� Gemma said, obligingly filling in the blanks for her.
�So,� she said. �You must see why we�re not broadcasting it.�
�And Max feels that way too?�
Her PA was nothing if not persistent. �You were the one who pointed out his commitment problem.�
�So I did.� Then, brightly, �And actually I do understand, boss. If I was having �a bit of fun� with a man who put an urgent appointment with his accountant ahead of some hot lunchtime sex, I wouldn�t want anyone to know, either.�
�Gemma!�
�No, honestly, your secret is safe with me,� she said, grinning wickedly, �although next time you might try-�
�Enough!�
�Only trying to help,� she said, turning to go. Then, turning back, �Just do yourself a favour, Lou, and remember that while Max Valentine is undoubtedly having fun-� She held up her hands �-okay, okay, you�re both having fun,� she went on quickly before Louise could interrupt. �But when it�s all over, when he�s got you out of his system, he�ll be able to walk away without a backward glance.�
Once she would have believed that, before he�d opened up to her about his mother, his childhood. Not just that painfully cryptic moment on the plane but in the quiet moments of intimacy he�d somehow been able to respond to her queries about how things had gone with a frankness that had shown her a new side of his character. She knew that the charming, untouchable, totally in control Max Valentine had a vulnerability that she suspected no one else had ever seen.
But she was vulnerable, too, hiding inside her own shell, and with an archness she was far from feeling she said, �Are you suggesting that I won�t?�
�All I�m saying, Louise, is that it�s taken you three years to get over James Cadogan. I very much doubt that you�re a woman who can do detached �fun�.�
�Gem-�
�It�s okay, lecture over,� Gemma said, backing off. �I�m going to get a sandwich. Can I bring anything for you?�
�Please,� she said, relieved to be moving into safer territory. �Salmon,� she said. �And a blueberry yoghurt.�
�Anything else?�
A chance to do things again, perhaps. Max had been casual enough about her need for secrecy, but he didn�t like it. It wasn�t as if they were doing anything wrong, anything they need be ashamed of. They were together and, no matter how temporary their affair was intended to be, in some deep, hidden recess of her soul, she knew she wanted the world to know, to see what they had.
�Lou?�
She shook her head. �Nothing.� Nothing anyone could give her.
�I�ve got confirmation of an article in a heavyweight international financial journal today, Max. The package I put together of the Qu�Arim restaurant sold it to them.�
�Mmm?�
He was engrossed in a booking list and only gave Louise half his attention.
She reached over and removed the sheet of paper he was working on and when he looked up, she kissed him. Only when he was kissing her back did she pull away. �It�s half past six, Max. My time.�
He leaned back, squeezed the space between his eyes. Smiled at her. �You look good enough to eat.�
�That is not out of the question. First, business.�
�A financial journal?� he said, just to demonstrate that he�d been listening. �Why would they be interested in us?��
�The first new Bella Lucia in twenty-five years may only be of passing interest to the kind of people who make their global deals over lunch at the Mayfair restaurant,� she began. �Something to note for the next time they�re in Qu�Arim-�
�Only of passing interest?�
Question the interest quotient of his precious restaurants and suddenly she had his attention.
�So what�s the big deal?� he asked.
�The big deal is not a single restaurant, but that it�s the first in a new era of expansion. This magazine is read by people who know us, trust us, show it by coming here to make their deals in the discreet atmosphere of the Mayfair restaurant. They can smooth our path overseas, Max. They�ll come to us with partnership proposals, finance.� Then, when he didn�t immediately congratulate her for being brilliant, �Tell me if you think I�m stepping on your toes again, Max.� Then, more concerned at how tired he looked than that he wasn�t interested in what she had to say, �If you�re really too busy to spare me half an hour this evening?�
�No, no��He dragged his fingers through hair that already bore the evidence of previous abuse. �Really. Tell me about it.�
�I�ll make an appointment for you to meet with their features writer,� she continued. �In the meantime they want pictures, not just of you but of Dad and your father, too. I�ve organised that for tomorrow. Here. The Mayfair restaurant will be familiar-�
�For goodness sake, Lou, we�ve only just managed to shoehorn the pair of them out to pasture. Give them an inch-�
�Relax. You�ll be front and centre, but the features writer will want some background on William Valentine, personal memories. How he built his empire from scratch after the war, when there was still rationing.� She smiled. �They like men who can overcome apparently insurmountable obstacles to make things happen. And three generations of Valentines make us look solid.�
�We are solid.�
�I know, but trust me on this, Max. It�ll look good.�
�Yes, of course it will. Sorry.� Then, �You�ve spoken to your father?�
�No, I was busy. Gemma organised it all.�
�Lou�� He got up, put his arms around her, pulled her close. �You can�t go on punishing them like this. They love you.�
�They lied to me.�
�They were afraid.�
�They were?� She pulled back. Looked up at him. �Why?�
�They were afraid that you wouldn�t love them as much if they weren�t your own parents.�
�But that�s�� She was going to say that it was ridiculous. But he�d had stepmothers who�d had children of their own. For whom he was just a tiresome add-on. How had that felt? �You�re right,� she said. �I just need a little more time.�
�Don�t leave it too long.� Then, gesturing at the paperwork on his desk, taking the crumpled paper from her own hand, �Let me get this straight and we�ll go and have a drink.� He pulled a face as he returned to his chair. �I�ll need a drink.�
�What are you doing?� she asked, looking over his shoulder and felt a sharp chill. �Oh, you�re working on Valentine�s Day.�
Huge tips from goofily happy men and a fabulous party afterwards to celebrate the anniversary of the opening of the Chelsea restaurant on Valentine�s Day in nineteen forty-six. It was a magic occasion. And this year was their diamond jubilee, so they were pulling out all the stops.
�It�s next week,� he said, looking up at her as if he wanted to say something. Thinking better of it.
He didn�t have to say it. They both knew that the fourteenth was her own self-imposed deadline.
�How are we doing?� she asked.
�Booked to the rafters. All that stuff about us in last week�s City Lights seems to have made everyone crazy to celebrate with us.�
�It�s word association, Max.� He looked up. �The juxtaposition of diamonds and Valentine�s Day. It was an easy sell.� Then, �Maybe you should insist that all the men are going to be packing the real thing before we accept their bookings.� Max frowned. �We don�t want any of our female diners to go home disappointed.�
�You�re talking about engagement rings?�
�Well, obviously.�
�Wouldn�t that rather spoil the surprise?�
�If an unmarried woman gets taken out to dinner at Bella Lucia on Valentine�s Day, the only surprise will be if there isn�t a ring hidden in the dessert. What could be described as a dumb-male, tears-before-bedtime scenario.�
He laughed. �Right.� Then, sitting back, easing his neck. �Would you believe that I�ve never had a Valentine�s Day date?�
�No.�
�It�s true. There�s never been a Valentine�s Day when I haven�t had to work. From the day I turned eighteen and was old enough to serve a drink, it was the one night I had to turn up and pitch in.�
�Well, that�s one way of avoiding matrimony,� she agreed, dropping a kiss on his forehead. �You�re clearly too busy to talk marketing and PR tonight. Let�s give it a miss.�
�No�� He reached out, caught her hand. �You could stay and help. It is all your fault that we�re overwhelmed.�
�Thanks, but I�ll pass on that one.�
�You could just stay and let me look at you.�
�Tempting, but once you get drawn into the nitty-gritty of how much chocolate, how much champagne you�re going to need, you�ll forget I�m here.�
For a moment she thought he might protest. Thought he might abandon planning the biggest night of their year and take her for that drink he�d offered. Instead he dragged his fingers through his hair, and, his attention already back on the complex planning required to ensure that everything ran smoothly, he said, �You�re right. I�ll see you later.�
No. She should say no. Begin to ease away now while she still could�
�If I�m asleep�� she said, putting a spare set of keys on his desk and instead of taking a step back, keeping their relationship at a level where just sleeping together was enough, she said, �Don�t wake me.�
Max picked up the keys, watched her gather her things, smile back at him as she headed for the door, hating to see her go. She brightened his day, had changed his life in ways he couldn�t begin to understand. It gave him a new kind of strength, and yet it frightened the life out of him, too. He�d surrendered something to her, lost the one thing that had kept him together even during the blackest times. Control.
�Louise�� She paused, turned back. �About the Valentine�s party��
He�d been doing his best not to think about the huge party the family threw each year, after the restaurants closed-a celebration, a thank-you to all the staff. All day, as he�d been working on the plans for that evening, he�d remembered their deal, that she planned to draw a line under her involvement on that day�
�What about it?� she asked.
�You will be there?�
She hesitated. He almost thought her shoulders sagged a little. Then she nodded.
�Sure, Max,� she said. �I might even dance with you.�
�Uncle Robert!� Louise dropped her briefcase on Max�s desk, kissed his father, bestowed the kind of brief, distant smile on Max that she�d always used around her family. His eyebrows rose a touch, he held her gaze for a moment longer than felt right, but then just nodded. Let it be. And that felt wrong, too. This was all wrong. She should go to him, kiss him�
�How�s Aunt Bev?� she asked, turning to Max�s father.
�Good. She sends her love,� he said. �Your father isn�t with you?�
�He�s making his own way here.� She glanced at her watch. �The photographer isn�t due for another fifteen minutes�� She turned as the door opened behind her.
Her father had lost weight since his heart attack. Had been taking exercise, watching his diet. He looked fitter than he had done in a long time, she thought.
Fitter and angrier.
He was carrying a folded newspaper and, ignoring her, he walked up to Max and slapped it against his chest.
�Do you want to tell me what�s going on?�
�John��
John Valentine silenced his brother with a look. �He�s a man. Let him speak for himself. Well?� he demanded.
Max had caught the paper before it fell and, without answering, looked at it. Said one brief word.
��Kissing Cousins?�� John Valentine demanded as Max offered the paper to Louise so that she could see for herself.
It was just a single paragraph in the diary column of the London Courier.
Headed, Kissing Cousins? it said:
We are delighted to learn that our favourite PR consultant, Louise Valentine, is back in the family fold. Relations have been somewhat strained, apparently, since the disclosure that Louise was adopted. All is now peace and harmony, however, and she�s putting her talents to good use, working with her cousin Max Valentine to promote the family�s exclusive Bella Lucia restaurants.
Louise, who was once a regular girl-about-town and closely linked with the Hon James Cadogan-soon to be married to former model Charlotte Berkeley-has, in recent years, devoted all her energies to building her own business.
Max, rarely without a beauty on his arm and frequently seen playing in the Sultan of Qu�Arim�s polo team, has also dropped out of the social scene to concentrate on ambitious expansion plans overseas.
The couple, who were recently spotted dining together with Louise�s birth mother, the lively Patsy Simpson Harcourt and her new husband, are said to be inseparable, although they�re keeping their romance low-key at the moment. We wish them both well.
�Said?� she demanded. �Who said? No one��
Louise barely stopped herself from letting slip her own version of Max�s expletive, but it was too late. She�d already confirmed her father�s worst fears.
�Well, I don�t have to ask if it�s true. I�ve only got to look at you.�
�Daddy�� The childish word slipped out, maybe because that was exactly how she felt. Like a child who�d disappointed her father.
�I�m not blaming you, Louise.�
Blaming her!
�I realise you�ve been knocked for six by everything that�s happened and he�s clearly taken advantage of you when you�re in a vulnerable-�
�Would someone mind telling me what the hell is going on?� Robert demanded.
Louise handed the paper to her uncle without a word, but he didn�t get a chance to read for himself before his brother rounded on him.
�What�s going on?� John demanded. He took a step closer. �What�s going on? You have to ask? He�s your son,� he said, pointing at Max, �and the apple doesn�t fall very far from the tree. Ask him what�s going on!�
�Dad! Please.� Louise reached for her father�s arm, concerned for him. �Did you travel into town on your own?�
�Of course I travelled on my own. I�ve been commuting between Richmond and Mayfair all my working life. I don�t need a minder to hold my hand.�
�You haven�t been well. Maybe I should call Mum��
But before she could reach her cell phone, he took the hand she�d laid on his arm and tucked it firmly against him, pulling her close, as if to protect her.
�Like father, like son,� he said, still looking at his brother. �Max will play with Louise�s feelings, destroy her. William Valentine all over again. You�re just like your father, Robert-�
�William Valentine was your father, too.�
�Just like your father,� John Valentine repeated. �And your son is just like you. You can�t be trusted around a decent woman, any of you.�
�Well, I don�t know about that,� Robert drawled. �I�ll admit to having had more than my fair share of wives, but I�m not a hypocrite. At least I married the mothers of my children, all of them, and while I may not have been the best father in the world, I never lied to them. They knew who their parents were.�
John released Louise and lunged at his brother, grabbing him by the lapels of his jacket, holding him as if he wanted to shake him.
�Dad!�
Max and Louise said the word in unison. Neither of them took the slightest notice, but as Louise leapt in to separate them Max caught her, held her back.
�Leave them,� he said as she tried to shake him off. �It�s time they settled it.�
�Well, what are you waiting for, big brother?� Robert sneered, provocatively, before she could answer. �Go on, hit me. Heaven alone knows you�ve wanted to do it for long enough. Why don�t you relax that stiff upper lip for once in your life and take a swing at me?�



CHAPTER NINE

FOR a moment nothing happened. Then, as his brother shuddered, eased the vice-like grip on his jacket, Robert said, �Let it go, John. Let it go.�
�How can I? Our father stole my sons from me! Bought off their mother, kept me in ignorance to save a scandal.�
�He acted from the best of motives. You�d just married Ivy. He was so proud�� Robert shook his head. �He was always so proud of you. You were the good son, the one who made a good marriage, brought honour to his house with your rich, well-connected bride-�
�I married for love.�
�The rest was just a bonus?�
For a moment Louise thought her father would take up his brother�s invitation and hit him.
�No!� she cried.
For a moment John seemed beyond hearing, but then he almost visibly pulled himself together and taking a step back from the brink, released his grip on his brother�s jacket. �Ivy�� His face softened. �In my marriage, I�ve been the most fortunate of men.�
�Ivy has been the most fortunate of women, John.� For a moment Robert�s devil-may-care features were haunted by something very like regret, then, brushing it aside, he said, �Dad didn�t want anything to spoil that for you. Your boys never went without. He didn�t abandon them, the way he abandoned you.�
�But I did,� John replied. �I did��
As Louise let out a small sound that echoed her father�s anguish Max drew her close and she didn�t hesitate as she turned her face into his shoulder, knowing that his only concern was for her.
�I didn�t know�� her father said.
�Blame their mother for that if you must blame someone,� Robert told him, unmoved. �She didn�t want you in her life. Made the decision not to tell you about the twins. Face it, John, if her singing career hadn�t flopped, if she hadn�t decided that marriage to you was the soft option, no one would ever have known about your boys.�
�She was in trouble. She had a right to my help. He should have told me, Robert. He got it wrong,� John said, finally letting go. �But then he didn�t ever really know me. He didn�t want to. You were his joy. The one with a true flair for the business he loved, while I was just a glorified accountant. The truth is, I made him feel guilty.�
Robert didn�t dispute it and Louise saw her father�s shoulders sag a little. Felt an ache for the boy he�d been, the man he�d become. Family, but always just a little bit on the outside. Like Max, she thought. And like Max, needing to be in control of everything, refusing to allow anything to deflect them, disturb the even tenor of their lives. And it was Max, regarding his father, his uncle, with something like despair, whom she turned to, reached out to.
�And because he didn�t learn from his own mistakes,� she heard her father say, �I�ve been put through the same wringer.�
�I�m not excusing him-�
John and Robert Valentine, still fighting a sixty-year-old battle, did not even notice them as Max took her hand, held it, drew her closer, put his arm around her.
�No?� John glared at him. �It sounds very much like it.�
�Well, maybe. You�re right about a lot of things. He was uncomfortable with you and I can understand why you resented me. But what happened in the past, to you, to your mother, was not my fault.�
�You had it so easy. You were so spoiled��
�Maybe that�s why I�m not the man you are, John.�
John didn�t appear to hear him. �My mother suffered so much. I sat and watched her die and I couldn�t do anything.�
�It was a terrible thing for a boy to go through.�
For a moment Louise thought Robert was going to put his arm around his brother in a gesture of comfort.
�Yes�� she whispered, urging him to do it, for the two men to forgive each other so that they could move on. In response, Max pulled her a little closer.
Forgiveness.
John and Robert weren�t the only ones who needed to find that in their hearts. As she felt all the hurt, that terrible sense of betrayal fell away from her. Her father loved her. Why else would he be angry with Max? Nothing else mattered�She had to tell him that so that they could all move on.
Robert clearly thought better of such an unrestrained gesture, but put his hand on his brother�s shoulder. �A terrible thing,� he repeated. �But it wasn�t anyone�s fault that your mother died, John. Everyone was short of food. There was no penicillin. Even if he�d been there, instead of away fighting, Dad couldn�t have done anything to save her. You must know that.�
�He shouldn�t have stopped loving her.� Her father looked desperate.
�People can�t help their feelings, John.� And he looked across at Max, as if he, too, was asking for something, some understanding.
�She was his wife!� He shook off his brother�s hand. �What would you know about fidelity?� And he took a step back, turned to her. �Don�t you see, Louise?� he said, pointing at Max. �It�s what Valentine men do. William, Robert with an endless succession of wives, Max with his string of girlfriends.� Then, letting his hand fall, �And me, too.� The fire went out of him. �Robert�s right. I�m no different.�
�No, Dad�� she said, hating to see him in so much pain. To see him blaming himself. If she�d been there, hadn�t been so wrapped up in her own hurt�
He brushed her protest aside. �I had an affair, moved on and never looked back, never gave the girl another thought in forty years. Had twin boys who never knew their father��
�It wasn�t like that. You didn�t know-�
�I should have known. It�s something in us, Louise. The Valentine gene. Max has got his arm around you now, but it won�t last. He�ll stop loving you. He might not mean to hurt you, but he won�t be able to help himself.�
�No!�
No more secrets. No more lies. Especially not to herself. She didn�t know what the future held for Max and her; all she knew was that hidden away their relationship didn�t stand a chance. �You�re better than that.� Then, in a gesture that no one could mistake, she took Max�s hand in hers and, standing at his side, said, �You�re better than that, Daddy. And so is Max. Tell him, Uncle Robert. Tell him!�
�Louise is right, John. He�s not like me,� Robert said. �Max, Jack, the girls, I don�t know how it happened when I was such a screw-up as a father, but they�ve all turned out better than me.�
But John couldn�t let it go.
�No�� He shook his head as if to deny what was before him. �I�ve seen you hurting, Lou. When you and James split up I thought my heart would break, too. I know you�ve never got over it.�
�No, it wasn�t-�
�You�re my little girl and your pain is my pain.� A sigh escaped him. �I�ve loved you since the moment we brought you home, loved you more than any words can say, but I should have tried, should have told you. Daniel and Dominic are special, very special to me, but you are my most precious daughter. No blood tie could be stronger.� He reached out, covered her hand, the one holding onto Max, with his own. �No one could ever replace you.�
�I know, Dad.� She looked at Max, smiled at him. He knew the pain of family breakdown, but he understood the true value of family, too. She�d have lost that but for him. In every way that mattered, John Valentine was her father.
She kissed Max, just to show him that nothing, no one, could keep them apart, and then she stepped forward, put her arms around her father, gave him the hug she should have found it in her heart to give him months ago, when he�d been hurting, when he�d needed her most. �You don�t have to tell me,� she said, her eyes full of tears. �I understand.�
She�d been so afraid that Max was trying to drag her back, keep her from her new family, but she�d been wrong. She�d thought he�d been trying to control her when all he�d wanted was to show her that she didn�t have to choose, that she could have both; made certain that she didn�t throw away the family, the life, she had. One could, it seemed, never have too much family as far as Max was concerned.
�I may have forgotten for a little while,� she said, �but I�ve always known. I�m sorry I haven�t been a better daughter. So sorry��
�No, no. Hush�It�s all right. I understood. Just, tell your mother��He looked at her. �We both need to tell your mother how much we love her. This has been so hard on her.�
As he said the word-love-she couldn�t stop herself from looking at Max and she knew that she�d been fooling herself. There was no way she was ever going to get Max Valentine out of her system. He wasn�t just �unfinished business�. He was part of her. Without him she could never be whole.
It wasn�t some coup de foudre, a blinding realisation that she was in love with him, but rather an acknowledgement of the fact that she�d been in love with him all her life and, although the words were for her father, she looked at Max as she said, �Promise me that you won�t blame Max for what has happened between us. He didn�t take advantage of me. I was the one who wanted this,� she said. �Wanted him. I always did. Even before I understood the feelings.� She was laying her heart bare to him. Trusting him. �It may not last. There are no guarantees, but at last we�re able to know one another in ways that we once thought impossible. That�s more than I ever hoped for.�
�Impossible?� As her father realised what she was saying, he groaned. �Because you believed you were blood relations?� He shook his head. �Then that�s my fault, too��
�Don�t! The past is gone. Now, today, is all that matters. Tomorrow, next week, who knows? Only that the future is ours and, whether we make or break it, it�s our joint responsibility. It takes two to build a partnership.�
�But only one to break it.� For a moment her father continued to glare at Max. Then, with the slightest shrug, he said, �Heaven help you if you do anything to hurt her.�
�No one can say what the future will bring, Uncle John, but maybe you should trust Louise to make her own decisions. Believe me, she�s more than capable of taking care of herself. I�ve just had a grandstand demonstration of where she learned that fly-off-the-handle temper.�
Robert Valentine laughed. �He�s got you there, John.�
�I haven�t got a quick temper,� Louise declared, roundly, then, recalling her father�s recent heart scare, she said, �Dad! Are you okay?�
�Okay? Of course I�m okay. Why shouldn�t I be�?� And then he too recalled that he was supposed to be taking it easy, not getting excited, and clapped his heart to his chest. �It�s okay,� he said, grinning as he saw their concerned faces. �It�s still beating.� Then, �But, um, better not tell your mother about that little outburst, eh? She�ll only make a fuss.�
Louise flung her arms around her father�s neck. �Idiot,� she murmured in his ear. �I do love you.�
He hugged her back, said, �Then do something for me.�
Give up Max? Please, no, don�t ask that. Not now�
�I know how much I�ve hurt you, Louise. I�m only just beginning to see how much my foolish pride, my need for secrecy, has cost you, but I�m to blame, not your mother. Stop punishing her. Live the day God has given you.� Then, standing back to look at her, �If this last few months have taught me anything, it�s that.�
�I�m learning,� she said, glancing at Max. Mouthed a silent �thank you� to him. He gave the slightest shake of the head, as if it was nothing to do with him, but she knew better.
The fact that they were here today was because he�d pursued her, refused to take no for an answer.
It was because of him that she was no longer alone and it was his hand she reached for as she said, �I�ll call Mum, talk to her, I promise. Today.�
Satisfied, and having given Max a look that told him in no uncertain terms that, whatever Louise had said, he�d be held responsible for any pain, John turned to his brother.
�How do you feel on that subject?�
Robert, who�d been brushing down his jacket, smoothing his rumpled lapels, looked up. �What subject is that?�
�Living the day. Life being a one-time offer.�
�I wouldn�t gamble on getting a second crack at it,� he agreed.
�Then I�d suggest it�s time we stopped fighting past battles and made the most of what we have while we can enjoy it.�
Putting the word to the deed, he extended his hand, every inch the Englishman in the manner in which he formally declared an end to hostilities.
Robert, as much his father�s son as John, took it, held it. Then, his Italian mother�s genes rushing to the fore, he threw his arms around his brother and was still hugging him when the restaurant rang up to tell them that the photographer had arrived.
Max couldn�t take his eyes off Louise as she talked to the photographer, made sure that she got exactly what she wanted. Totally professional. Once she turned and saw him watching her, flicked a strand of hair behind her ear, smiled right back.
It was the look of a supremely confident woman and as she turned to her father, settled his tie, laughed at something he said to her, he felt as if he�d lost her.
Not physically. She�d made her feelings public. But she�d stepped back inside the charmed circle, to a place where he couldn�t follow.
After the photographer had gone and their respective parents put the word to the deed by staying to have lunch together, Louise and Max were left alone in the office.
�I ought to go,� she said.
She felt churned up, oddly vulnerable, her nerve endings exposed by so much raw emotion. It wasn�t just John and Robert Valentine making their peace after so long, or even her own accord with her father; she now realised that while she�d laid her heart on the line, Max had said nothing. She needed to think about that. What it meant.
�I�ve got a pile of stuff waiting at the office and time is running out.�
�Nothing that won�t keep for an hour.� Taking her hesitation for agreement, he said, �We could both do with a little fresh air after this morning�s melodrama. As the boss I�m taking an executive decision to go for a walk in the park.�
�You�re not my boss, Max,� Louise said, matching his flippancy as she took her long scarlet coat from the stand. �You�re a charity case.�
�I think we need to talk about that,� he said, not rising to this provocation. �The kiss covered until the fourteenth and you�ve done a great job. Now we have to discuss the future. What kind of retainer it�s going to take to keep you as Bella Lucia�s PR consultant.�
She glanced up at him as he took her coat, held it out for her. Nothing in his face gave her a clue whether that was all he wanted from her.
�I�m very expensive.�
�I�m sure, between us, we can hammer out some kind of financial package.�
�No discounts for family,� she said, her heart slipping into her boots as she let him ease her into her coat. �The �kiss� deal was a one-time offer.� Like life, she thought, but when he didn�t answer this echo of her father�s words rang hollow in her ears.
�You should have brought some bread for the ducks,� she said as fifteen minutes later they skirted the lake in St James�s Park. When, despite his apparent desire to talk, the silence had stretched to breaking-point.
�The greedy little beggars are too fat to fly as it is and, besides, I want your undivided attention.�
�We couldn�t talk somewhere warm?� she asked.
�I want to ask you something. It�s important. I don�t want any ringing telephones, any distractions.�
She frowned. �What? What is it?�
�I want to know what really happened between you and the Honourable James Cadogan.�
�James?� It was clear that Max had something on his mind, but that was the last thing she�d expected. �He�s ancient history,� she said, but uneasily.
�And yet the man�s name crops up whenever you�re mentioned. The Courier mentioned him today. And your father seemed to think I was catching you on the rebound, too. Taking advantage of your broken heart.�
�Oh, please.� If that was his problem, well, no problem��The Courier was simply rehashing the last piece of gossip they had on file, and as for Dad, well, reading it just reminded him what a failure as a daughter I am. Robert�s daughter married a king, while I messed up my relationship with a simple �honourable�, a man who, I might add, my father thought would make the perfect son-in-law.�
�I don�t think he was alone in that. I remember thinking at the time that if I heard his name connected to one more string of glowing adjectives I�d punch a hole in the wall.�
She managed a smile. �I used to feel the same way when you were dating Sophie Blakiston. Whatever happened to her?�
�I didn�t turn up once too often and she married an earl.�
�You don�t learn, do you?�
�I didn�t have much of an example in my old man.�
�No, it�s not that. It isn�t other women that tempt you away. You just love Bella Lucia more.�
�Now you�re just trying to change the subject.�
Maybe, but he hadn�t denied it.
�Of course I am,� she replied. �No one likes to talk about their mistakes.�
�And what about James Cadogan? Was he a mistake?�
Louise, wanting him to let it go, said, �Yes.� Then realising that this wasn�t any better, �No.� Then just shook her head.
�So why did you two break up?� Max persisted. �Whatever happened then changed you. After Cadogan there�s no one. It�s like your personal life entered an ice age.�
�Stop trying to make it out to be such a big deal, Max. It came to a natural end. That�s all.�
�No more than a light-hearted flirtation? That�s odd, because, according to my mother, your mother was already drawing up the guest list for the wedding, choosing stationery for the invitations, talking designers for the dress-�
�Pure fantasy,� she said, but was unable to meet his steady gaze, couldn�t bear the silence that told her plainer than words that Max was not convinced. She stopped, turned to face him. �All right! It wasn�t just fantasy. It was much more than that. Satisfied!�
He took her arm, continued walking. Waited.
�I was nearly thirty. Way past time for a girl to be married and producing babies, according to my mother, and, as she was quick to tell me, no one better was ever likely to come along. Not exactly the fairy tale, but no girl past the age of sixteen believes in those.�
Not if her Prince Charming of choice had a barbed-wire fence around him hung with warning notices saying �do not touch�.
�So you were settling for the best you could get?�
�That�s not fair to James. He was any girl�s ideal husband. My mother was out of her mind with happiness; even my father approved.�
�The man must have been a saint,� he said, a touch acerbically. Then, �Or was it because in the fullness of time he�d have made Daddy�s little girl Lady Cadogan?�
�Now you�re just being nasty. James was a lovely man. Any father would have been delighted with him as a son-in-law. Any woman would have been lucky-�
�Methinks the lady doth protest too much.�
She shook her head, shivered.
An ice age�
Max stopped, removed the scarf he was wearing, wrapped it around her neck, but didn�t let go of the ends, holding her within the circle of his arms and instantly she felt warmer.
No ice there�
�So what went wrong?� he asked.
�Me,� she said. �I told you.�
He frowned.
�What? You don�t believe that? You don�t believe Little Miss Perfect capable of dumping the best prospect for matrimonial bliss ever likely to come her way?�
�You�re mistaking me for someone else, Lou. I never thought you were Little Miss Perfect.� His eyes creased in one of those rare smiles that made his eyes seem impossibly blue. A smile that assured her he knew her far better than that. �Daddy�s Little Princess is another matter.�
She laughed. He was the one person who�d always been able to make her laugh. Before life, hormones, got in the way. How she�d missed that.
�Was I that bad?�
�Appalling,� he said, but with a smile. �All frills, curls, and ponies. Once Jack and I lured you away on adventures, you weren�t too bad. For a girl.�
�Thank you. I know you meant that as a compliment.�
�I knew you�d understand.� Then, releasing the scarf, he led the way to a bench that overlooked the lake and, with his arm around her waist, drew her close to keep her warm.
�So, Princess, tell me about Prince Charming.�
�I hoped you�d forgotten.�
�That bad?�
No more secrets�
�James did nothing wrong.� She sighed. �He took all the flak from both families when it fell apart, but it was my fault, Max. All my fault.�
�Tell me,� he said.
She glanced at him. He raised his brows, an invitation to spill it all out. Get it off her chest.
�Trust me, Lou.�
�You won�t sell my secrets to the Courier diary correspondent?� she said, in an attempt to make a joke of it.
�Trust me,� he repeated. No smile. No sexy little twitch of his eyebrows. He was in deadly earnest, now. Asking her to bare her soul to him. Expose her heart. Leave herself without anywhere to hide.
To put her heart where her mouth had been half an hour earlier and demonstrate that she trusted him not to hurt her.
Maybe to prove that she wouldn�t hurt him. That was an unexpected thought. She�d never seen Max as vulnerable in that way. His family had hurt him, but he�d never appeared deeply touched by any of his own romances�
No more secrets�
�It wasn�t that I didn�t try,� she said, looking across the lake, afraid to see the panic in his eyes as he realised what she was telling him. �I wanted it to work. James really was perfect. Not just because there was a title in the offing, that the family owned half the county. He was really nice. Good. Kind. And he loved me.�
She turned to Max then, because she had to see his reaction. Had to know�
�We were going to announce our engagement on my birthday. Major party. Crates of champagne on order. My mother was ecstatic; my father was strutting around as if he owned the entire world.�
�So?�
�I tried, Max. I did all the right things, said all the right things and I thought it was going to work but in the end he said�James said��
She felt trapped, laid bare in a way that simple nakedness could never expose her, but Max took her hand, held it, gave her his strength.
No more secrets, but it was so hard�
�He said that he loved me, wanted me to be his wife. He said he knew that I didn�t feel those things as strongly as him, but that he�d accepted that. That he accepted that in a relationship there was always one person who loved more-�
�He must have had it bad,� he said, but not without sympathy.
�But not, apparently, fatally. He said that he could accept all that, but he was beginning to suspect that there was someone else.�
He turned to her. �He thought you were cheating on him?� he said, with a deadly calm.
�No! No. He said�He said that when he was holding me it felt as if I was looking over his shoulder, scanning the horizon, waiting for someone just out of sight to ride to my rescue. He wanted me to talk about it. Reassure him, I suppose.�
�But you couldn�t?�
�No. He was wrong, Max.� She stared at their hands, locked together. �He was wrong to accept less than my whole heart under any circumstances, but I was wrong, too. I should never have let it go so far. I hurt him and I deeply regret that. A partnership should be an equal passion, don�t you think?�
�I would hope for that.�
�Would you accept less?� she asked.
�If there was no other choice, if only one person will do, then there must be the temptation to accept what�s on offer, hope for more in time,� he said, frowning. �But it�s not a deal I could live with. Not the kind of foundation for the kind of marriage I�d consider. The kind that will last a lifetime.�
�That was the point. He didn�t have to work at loving me while I��
While she had been settling for second best.
When she realised that Max was waiting for her to finish the sentence, she shook her head. �Whatever I was doing, he deserved better than I was giving him.�
�Tell me about the other man. The one out of sight.�
She looked away, but he caught her chin, forced her to face him. And she didn�t have to say the words. He knew.
�That�s why there�s been no one else?� he persisted.
�What would have been the point?�
�What indeed?� He got up, pulled her to her feet, tucked her arm firmly beneath his and continued walking.
That was it? She�d just performed open heart surgery on herself and he shrugged it off as nothing. She glanced at him. He wasn�t looking at her, but straight ahead, and all she had was his chiselled profile against the cold blue of the sky.
�So, this affair we�re having is your way of getting me out of your hair, is it?� he asked.
�That�s a rather cold way of putting it.�
�But I�m right? I get you and your talent until the fourteenth. After that, you�re going to move on?�
�That was the plan,� she admitted, miserably.
�And is it working?�
She lifted her shoulders in the smallest of shrugs. �Not yet.�
�No. I had much the same outcome in mind, but the truth is there�s nothing cold about what�s between us, Louise. There never has been. It�s always been fire, never ice. So the question we have to ask ourselves, you and I, is where do we go from here?�
�I�m rather enjoying �here�,� she said.
She wasn�t so certain about Max.
�Isn�t that the point? We aren�t �here� any more, are we? No more secret affair. Everyone knows about us now. That already takes us somewhere else.�
�It must have been Patsy, don�t you think?� she said, unable to give him a direct answer. She didn�t know where they were going. Only that he was right. With exposure, the mutual admission that they were both on an escape mission, came a change of direction.
One that she wanted.
Watching her father and uncle reach out for each other had shown her the futility, the waste of hiding one�s feelings. If what she and Max had was to grow, it needed light, air�
�She must have been the one who spilled the beans to the Courier,� she prompted, a little desperately, when he didn�t answer.
�I imagine so. She had us pegged from the minute she saw us together and she does have something of a runaway mouth.� Then, �Are you angry with her?�
�Why would I be angry? We left your father and mine having lunch together, taking a trip down memory lane and laughing about it. That�s something I thought I�d never see.� And she smiled, because that was wonderful. �Without her, it might never have happened.� Then, �Without you, Max.�
He looked at her. �Me? What did I do?�
�You refused to let me go.�
He didn�t come back with some major declaration, merely said, �So, now we�ve been outed, I guess you�re going to expect a little more by way of entertainment than supper in bed?�
On the point of saying that she couldn�t think of any more entertaining way of spending her evenings with him, she thought better of it. It was time to move on, be open.
�Infinitely more,� she said. Then, �Are you going to be free tomorrow evening?�
�What�s happening?�
�Several things. I�ve got a late meeting so I�ll have to forgo our six-thirty debriefing, but I do happen to have a couple of tickets for the Royal Opera House charity gala. A client sent them to me. I was going to give them away but maybe it�s time to take our relationship on its first real public outing.� Then, when he didn�t immediately respond, �I�m asking you out on a date, Max. If you don�t say yes within the next thirty seconds I might just die of embarrassment.�
�What time do you want me to pick you up?�
She�d expected more reaction. Didn�t he realise just how big a deal this was for her? Was she being a complete fool? About to ask him, she decided she didn�t want to know and let it go.
�I�ll have to meet you at the theatre. No later than seven-fifteen,� she warned. �It�s a royal performance so we�ll all have to be seated before the Queen arrives.�
�Seven-fifteen.� He nodded. �So, what would you like to do this evening?�
�I�m going to see my mother, remember?� Weirdly she felt only relief. �Want to come?� she teased.
�Scared what she�ll say about us? Want some protection?� he replied, picking up the beat.
�No!� Then, �Well, maybe, just a bit.�
�She�ll be so glad to see you, Lou, she wouldn�t care if you�d dyed your hair green. Give her my love.�
�I will. But more importantly,� she said, �I�ll give her mine.� She hailed a passing cab, then lifted herself up on her toes, kissed his cold cheek. �I�ll see you tomorrow. Seven-fifteen.�
Max watched her go, a mixture of feeling churning around inside him. He�d had to know what the deal was with James. If she was really bouncing back, using the undeniable sexual charge between them, using him to wipe the other man from her mind.
Now he knew the truth. And it terrified the life out of him.
The world seemed like a freshly minted place and the evening positively sparkled as Louise stepped out of the taxi outside the theatre. She had spent the previous evening with her parents, talking about her adoption, about how putting off telling her the truth had gradually, without anyone actually making a decision, become a permanent situation. Because it hadn�t seemed to matter. She was their daughter. Why complicate things?
It had seemed that simple.
But now together, they had faced up to the mistakes of the past and, as a family, were looking forward to a brighter happier future, she thought, smiling as she paid her fare, looked around, certain that Max would be there waiting for her. Or maybe he was already inside, a drink waiting�
Or then again, maybe not, she thought, after she�d fought her way through the crush to the bar and realised he wasn�t there.
She glanced at her watch. It was okay. He had another five minutes. She bought a programme, glanced through it, conscious of being alone in a crowd in which everyone else had someone to talk to.
An announcement asked people to take their seats.
She went back outside. Took out her cellphone, checked for messages. Nothing.
She could ring him, but, actually, what was the point?
On the stroke of half past, she dropped the programme in the nearest litter bin and hailed a taxi.
Gemma put her head around the door. �Have you got your mobile turned off, Lou? Max says he�s been trying to get you since last night.�
�That can�t be right. Max apparently doesn�t know my mobile number.�
�Louise��
�I�ll say one thing for you, Max, you�re consistent,� she said, not looking up from her desk. She heard the office door close as Gemma left them in private. �And I�m dumb. You�ve been standing me up since I was sixteen. A smart woman would have got the message by now. A decent man would have learned not to make dates he didn�t intend to keep.�
She made a careful note on the file in front of her, waited for the excuse. She knew it would be good. He�d had a lot of practice.
�The Chelsea kitchen flooded.�
Yes, that was good, and no doubt true, since all she had to do was pick up a phone and check for herself.
And she wasn�t unreasonable. It was a crisis. They happened. All he�d had to do was call her. She wouldn�t have been happy, but she�d have understood.
When he didn�t continue, didn�t offer an apology, she finally looked up. A mistake.
Until now, she�d been protected from her feelings, had believed that to love him in this way was wrong. Inside that shell she�d been able to keep up the pretence that she loathed him. It wasn�t just a dress that she�d let fall at her feet, it had been the armour plating with which she�d protected herself. There was more than one way of being naked�
�You want me to use that in the marketing campaign?� she prompted, attempting to regain that lost ground.
�You�re angry.�
�Only with myself,� she said, with a dismissive gesture. Before she could resume reading the report in front of her, he caught her hand.
�Please, sweetheart, try to understand.�
She swallowed. His hand was cool, strong, but then he was strong. He�d always been the first one to leap in to take care of problems. Always been there when a broad pair of shoulders was needed. She�d seen him taking care of the staff, concerned about their welfare. Knew he�d paid for private treatment for Martin�s wife. She couldn�t fault his commitment, his kindness. She just wanted a little of that for herself.
�It was lucky I was there. No one seemed to know where to find the cockstop.�
He sounded so sincere, so reasonable. But it wasn�t reasonable. It was an excuse.
He was the one who�d challenged her over the secrecy of their relationship, implied that she was running scared. But she wasn�t the one with the problem. It was him. All night she�d been going over it. Remembering how, when she�d been alone in defending him, declaring herself, he�d been silent. The only time he�d spoken up was for his precious family. Desperate to hold it together, even though, for him, it had always been falling apart�
He never let the business down. Only her. How many times did it have to happen before she got it through her thick skull.
�Bad management, Max.�
That got to him. Hit him where it hurt�
�Walking away to keep a date with you would have made that better? How? The staff carried on, working up to their ankles in water-�
�Bonuses all round for them, no doubt-�
�They earned it! We rely on them every night of the year. They have to be able to rely on me, too!�
Of course they did. She knew that. She even understood. But deep down, she knew it was more than that.
�Then you did what was most important to you. You have nothing to reproach yourself for,� she said.
�Of course I reproach myself. I let you down but it was long past curtain-up before I�d got everything under control. Then I had to go home and get changed.�
On the point of telling him to close the door on the way out, she hesitated. �Changed?�
His smile was wry. �I had a clean shirt in the restaurant, but I needed shoes, socks, trousers��
Without warning she had a mental picture of him, wading into the situation, not caring about his dinner jacket, dress shirt. About her, waiting for him at the theatre. All he would see was the people who worked for him, whom he knew, cared about, struggling to cope, to carry on as if nothing had happened. How could you not love a man like that?
How could you live with him?
Because this was the reality of a relationship with Max.
�I came to the theatre to meet you.� He reached for her hand. �Waited until everyone had gone.�
�Am I supposed to apologise for not being there?�
He shook his head. �I�d tried calling you. When you didn�t answer, I assumed you�d decided to stay at the theatre. But then, when I came to the flat, you didn�t answer your bell, either. And you�d put the deadlock up on the door.�
�You call before you stand someone up. Not to apologise afterwards.� Then, relenting, because she couldn�t help herself, �All you had to do was ring me. Two minutes��
�I was up to my elbows in freezing water.� He took her other hand. �If I promise that in future I�ll let all the restaurants flood to the ceiling while I call you to tell you I�ll be late, will you forgive me?�
�You couldn�t make that promise. Not with your hand on your heart, Max,� she said as with a sinking heart she realised the truth. That her father had been partly right about him.
Max wasn�t like his father-he wouldn�t cheat on her with another woman. Bella Lucia was her only rival for his love. It was always there for him�
�And if you did, I wouldn�t believe you.�
He had the grace not to argue. Instead he said, �Will you give me another chance?�
�Last night was important, Max. It was special. A new start.�
Max felt her hands slipping from his grasp. Saw real pain dull her lovely eyes. Knowing that he�d done that to her wrenched at him, tore at something buried so deep that he could not admit it, even to himself. And remembering how he�d challenged her about keeping their relationship a secret, he felt shame.
The secrecy had suited him just fine.
Louise wasn�t just any woman. If the family knew about them, he�d have to stand up, say the words. Mean them. The way she had, yesterday. He�d listened to her defend him, praise him, tell the world how she felt about him and, like the fool, he�d stood there like a dummy, unable to respond.
Then afterwards, she�d walked with him, told him about James, torn out her heart and placed it, bleeding in his hands. And even though he knew, he understood, he hadn�t been able to respond. All he�d done was grudgingly accept her invitation and then let her down.
He�d used Bella Lucia to wreck every relationship he�d ever had before it became too demanding. To drive women who cared for him away. It was an inbuilt flaw, a consequence of his childhood, he knew. A self-fulfilling expectation of abandonment.
This time it was different. No matter what he had to do, from now on Louise would always come first.
He gripped her fingers, refused to let her break contact. �Give me another chance, Louise.�
�How many do you need?� She sounded brittle, edgy.
�Just one. Truly. Give me one more chance and I�ll never let you down again.�
She didn�t answer. She didn�t believe him.
For a moment he felt like a drowning man. Sinking. Without hope. And then he understood. Like her, he had to strip his feelings bare�
�I want you in my life, Louise.� Not enough. �I need you.� There was a flicker of something. Like a light coming on�More than that. Like a fire��And when I asked you if you would be at the Valentine party, what I really wanted to say was, will you be my date?�
�Your date?�
�My first and only Valentine.� Then, as she smiled. �Say yes, and I promise you that there will be no tears before bedtime.�
�Tears�?�
�Say the word, Louise, and I promise that on the night I�ll be bearing the essential diamond. I love you, Louise.�
Louise�s breath caught in her throat. He was really saying he loved her? Was asking her to marry him? For a split second she felt like Cinderella must have done when she tried on the glass slipper.
Then reality crashed in.
�Max�� she warned.
�That�s the wrong word.�
�No��
�Now you�re just playing hard to get.� From supplicant to the Max she knew in one easy bound.
She shook her head. �It�s too soon. We need time to get to know one another.�
�We�ve known one another all our lives, Louise. It�s the sex we�re catching up on.�
Was it? Really? Could he change, just like that? Unlikely��It�s madness,� she said.
�Oh, well, thanks.�
�You see?� Another minute and they�d be hurling insults��You ask me to marry you�� She paused. �At least I assume that�s what you�re doing, although a more ham-fisted, ungracious effort would be impossible to imagine, and already I want to throw something at you.�
And without warning he was smiling. �Well, that�s promising. I�ve missed our spats.�
�Unbelievable!�
�I swear it�s true. I�ve especially missed them since making up became so much fun.�
�Stop it!�
�You want me to woo you, is that it? Do a PR job on myself. Sell you on the idea?�
�If you had the slightest clue about how to do that,� she informed him, �you wouldn�t need me.�
�Not for your marketing skills, no.� He was grinning�How dared he be grinning? �Since we�re being brutally honest here, you should know that I�d be happy to keep you around just for your highly imaginative taste in underwear.�
It wasn�t a blush searing her cheeks. It was the combination of the winter sunshine striking in through the window and the central heating turned up too high�
�You�re not doing a good job of selling me on the idea of marriage, Max.�
�You�re not making it easy.�
Louise didn�t want to be �sold�. Or to make it easy for him. He was right, they were having fun, but he was still Max Valentine. The same man who�d left her high and dry more times than a girl with any kind of a life should be able to recall.
Hearing the last bell calling the audience to their seats, being the only person left in the theatre foyer was still painfully fresh.
He�d promised it was the last time, but could he change? When it came to a choice between Bella Lucia and her, would he ever put her first?
�There�s no such thing as an easy sell,� she told him. �You need to do your market research.�
�Is that right? For that I need your co-operation. Dinner at my place? Nine o�clock.�
She should say no�
And yet�And yet�When he�d held onto her hands, she�d seen something in his face, something more than the light banter. And when he�d said he loved her, she�d known he was telling the truth.
�Nine o�clock? You�re sure you can manage that?�
He crossed his heart. �You can depend on it.�
Max�s apartment was in an ultra modern development overlooking the marina in Chelsea. He had acres of blond-wood open-plan floor-space, a space-age kitchen and simple, minimalist furniture that enveloped her as she sank onto the soft leather sofa.
�Hungry?� he asked.
�Not desperately. My mother came up to town and took me out to lunch.�
�Then we�ll leave it for a while. Everything okay? With your mother?�
�Hugs, tears. She wanted to know about us.�
�What did you tell her?�
She grinned. �As little as I could get away with. She�s like Dad. Suspects it will all end in tears.�
�And you?� He handed her a glass of white wine. �What do you think?�
�I think they�re probably right,� she said, taking a sip. Then, �But I�m here to be sold.�
�Right. Well, round one involves a questionnaire.�
�Oh?�
�The kind of thing that you do,� he said. �Branding?�
She nodded. �You need to know what I feel about you so that you can build on your pluses. And round two?�
�That rather depends on how round one goes.�
�Right,� she said, setting her drink on the table, kicking off her boots, tucking a cushion at her back and stretching out on the sofa. �I�m sitting comfortably. You can begin.�
He lifted her legs, sat down beside her and dropped them across his lap. �Okay,� he said, absently stroking her feet. �First question. What three words would you use to describe me?�
�Arrogant,� she said. �Workaholic. Hot.�
�Arrogant?�
�You don�t get to comment on the answers. You collate them, study them, act on the information they give you.�
�Arrogant?� he repeated.
�You don�t object to �workaholic� or �hot�?�
�Workaholic is the bad one?�
�I�m not here to do the work for you, Max. You have to study all the results. Ask yourself what�s important. What you have to change to get the outcome you want.�
�I see.�
�Two out of three isn�t bad,� she said.
�Only if they�re the right two.�
�True.� He was, it seemed, learning. �Shall we move on? I said I wasn�t desperately hungry but I will want to eat tonight.�
�If I was a country which one would I be?�
�Switzerland.�
He frowned. �Why�s that?�
�I refer you to the answer I gave earlier.� Then, �You�re like a Swiss clock; you never stop.�
�I could wind down a little.� She refused to be drawn into a discussion of every answer. That wasn�t how it worked. �A landscape?� he continued.
�Birmingham, Stoke�something industrial.�
�No need to hammer the point. I get the picture. I work too hard.�
�We both work hard, Max. The difference is that you put work first.�
�People rely on me.�
�Delegate.�
�I�m trying, Lou.�
�What would you do if someone phoned from Mayfair, right now, and said the restaurant was on fire?�
�Tell them to call the fire brigade?�
�Liar.� Then, because maybe she was learning something from this, too, �I�d expect you to go, Max. I�d want to be with you.�
For a moment he seemed lost for words. As if the idea of dealing with a crisis together hadn�t occurred to him.
�If I was a time of day?� he said, moving on.
�Six-thirty.�
He smiled at that and she knew he�d got it. Understood that the time she associated with him was that moment when she walked into his office at the end of the day and he stopped whatever he was doing, they had a drink and just talked. Even when he�d been working on the Valentine party, and she�d left him to get on with it, because she knew how important it was. It worked both ways.
�Remember that one, Max,� she said. �That one�s important.�
�A smell?�
Uh-oh, she�d been doing so well until then. In control. Now, without warning, she was plunged into the scent of warm skin, sharp, clean sweat, newly washed hair.
�Shampoo,� she said, quickly.
�And if I was a shampoo, which would it be?�
�Mine.� Her turn to smile. Well, she�d written the questionnaire, she�d known which question was coming next.
�And finally, a car?�
�Anything expensive, fast and reliable.�
�Reliable?�
Never lets you down, she thought. No wonder he�d picked up on that one. What on earth had she been thinking?
�Scratch �reliable�,� she said. �Make that durable.� Then, because he gave her a sharp look that suggested he hadn�t missed the subtle difference, �It goes with the Swiss clock.�



CHAPTER TEN

�MAX��
Max had stopped stroking her feet and Louise realised that her words had hit home. Maybe there was hope for him and, curling herself up onto her knees, she reached out to him and, playfully ruffling her fingers through his hair, she said, �Why don�t we move on to part two?�
�Part two?� He looked at her. �Is there any point? You�ve made it very clear that you think I�m just a work-obsessed-�
She put her fingers over his mouth. �I told you, Max, the skill is in interpretation. You have to look at all the results. It�s just as dangerous to concentrate on the words that sting, as it is to grab for the words that confirm what you want to hear. Only then can you act to change things.�
He regarded her with the suspicion of a smile. �You think?�
�I think,� she assured him. �Trust me, Max. I�m the expert and it�s not over until it�s over.�
He shook his head. �Maybe another time��
�No.� She didn�t want him to think he�d failed. She wanted him to understand what she wanted, needed. That she needed him�
�Part two,� she said, firmly.
�I don�t��
�But I do.� And since she knew what came next, she prompted, �Which three words would you use to describe your feelings of anticipation about using the Max Valentine product?� she prompted.
�I�m a product?�
�For the purposes of market research. Work with me on this.�
He shrugged, took a breath and, looking straight ahead, as if dreading her answers, he obediently repeated, �What three words would you use to describe your feelings of anticipation about using the Max Valentine product?�
�Urgency,� she offered. �Excitement. Impatience��
He glanced at her, the beginning of a smile tugging at his lips. �Impatience?�
Suiting the deed to the word, Louise locked her arms around his neck and swung herself over to sit astride his lap.
�Which three words,� she said as she began to unbutton his shirt, �would you use to describe your feelings during the use of this product?�
�Which three words�� he began. She leaned into him, stopping the words with her mouth, and when she�d got his full attention and he was kissing her back she moved on to trail her lips over his throat, across his chest. Then, as she began to unfasten his belt�
�Desire. Passion. Heat��
It was much later when, her eyes closed, her voice dreamy, soft with fulfilment, she said, �Which three words would you use to describe how you feel after using this product�?�
�Shattered,� Max said, before she could answer her own question. �Sated.� He kissed her. �Complete.�
�Good answers,� she murmured.
�You give good questions,� Max said, touching her face, stroking back her hair. �I loved your version of part two.� Then, �Can we try mine now?�
She opened her eyes. �You had a different version?�
�My part two consisted of me going down on one knee and asking you to marry me. When I failed part one-�
�This isn�t an exam,� she said, quickly, cutting him off. She was still sure that it was too soon. He hadn�t failed, but she was certain that he needed time to think about this. Or maybe she was the one fooling herself. Maybe she was the one who needed time��There are no right or wrong answers.�
�I know. It�s all in the interpretation, but it�s pretty clear that you think I�m work obsessed. That I put the restaurant before everything else.�
�I don�t care about everything else. My problem is that you put the restaurant before me. You always have.�
On the point of denying it, he nodded. �You�re right. I should have called you last night.�
�No. You should have been there. Last night was important to me. Important for us. I think that scared you.�
�No!� Then, �Maybe, just a bit, but there was a crisis. I didn�t spend time considering options, I just did what needed to be done. You know how it gets.�
She knew. And, despite everything, she did understand. But she wasn�t letting him off the hook on this one. He needed to understand her point of view.
�That was the manager�s job. You shouldn�t have even been there, Max. Your role is to look at the bigger picture now. You have to trust your staff to deal with the day to day problems.� She shook her head. �Failing that, you take time to make a call. Look, I know how it is. I�ve waited tables at functions when staff haven�t turned in for a PR do but my mother taught me to use a phone when I was very small. To call home when I was going to be late. To call someone when you can�t make a date.�
�I�m from a broken home,� he said.
�That�s it, Max.� They�d got to the heart of the problem. Finally. �You want the whole-heart relationship, but you�re afraid of the commitment. Afraid of being hurt.�
�You�re right.� He closed his eyes. �You think I never put you before work, but let me tell you that I�ve spent all day thinking about us. Thinking about me. How I am. I won�t ever do that to you again. I promise.�
�Promises and pie crusts,� she said. �Made to be broken.�
�Not this time. You have my word.� Then, �You do believe me?�
�I believe that you mean it now. Tomorrow�The day after��
�No. You have to believe. It�s more than that. I can�t lose you.� He reached for her, wrapped his arms around her. �Not now I�ve found you. I want us to be together always. I want you to be my wife, Louise.�
A lump rose to her throat, so that she couldn�t speak. It was like all the Christmases, birthdays, Valentine�s Days, rolled into one. Every dream coming true.
And still she hesitated.
She knew that at that moment Max would have promised her anything. Deep down inside her, though, there was still that small nagging doubt. That he meant everything he said, she was certain. Whether he still understood what that meant, she wasn�t totally certain. Wasn�t convinced that it was a risk she should take.
But then she�d learned from experience that safety wasn�t enough, either. James had been a safe bet, �a banker�, the kind of husband any woman would be fortunate to have.
Max, on the other hand, was always going to be a gamble. But when life without him meant putting her heart into permanent cold storage�
�Why don�t you save it until the fourteenth, Max?�
�The fourteenth?�
�Valentine�s Day. We have a date, or have you forgotten already?�
�Actually, I don�t remember you saying yes to that.�
�I didn�t. I�m saying it now. Turn up with the ring in your pocket, do your stuff then and we�ll make an announcement.� Her flippant tone gave nothing away of the tangle of emotions in her heart.
�You want me to go down on one knee in front of everyone?�
�Would you do that for me?�
He hesitated for barely a second. �Anything.�
�I�m the only one you have to convince, Max,� she said, then leaned across and kissed him. �Make it a solitaire. Not too big. I don�t want it to look as if it came out of a Christmas cracker. Now, can we eat?�
Everyone worked on Valentine�s Day. Even John and Robert were pressed into service at the Mayfair restaurant, working together, a pair of world-class experts in smoothing out wrinkles, keeping diners whose tables were delayed from getting fractious.
Max was at the Knightsbridge restaurant. Lavish, contemporary, it was a favourite with the social elite as well as the aristocracy of the theatre.
Louise was playing hostess at the Chelsea restaurant, a popular haunt with the livelier celebrities who arrived trailing a crowd of paparazzi. She knew them all and would be at her best there, Max knew, and, as the original restaurant, it was traditionally where they held the huge after-hours party where everyone, all the staff, all the family, gathered to celebrate the year.
This year, as their diamond anniversary, was extra special in more ways than one. Max patted his jacket where the ring he was going to give Louise-a solitaire, a single carat, he wanted her to know that he�d been listening-was tucked into his ticket pocket, along with the safety pin she�d given him.
When he�d emptied his pockets on his return from Meridia, it had been there among his change and keys. Such a small thing and yet it had signalled a change in their relationship: a move from war to peace. A symbol, a link that somehow held them together, and since the night when he�d told her he loved her, asked her to marry him, he�d taken to carrying it with him.
He hoped to get away some time in the evening. He�d arranged for a bottle of Krug to be waiting in the tiny office and, with the door firmly closed, he�d make a proper job of his proposal. He�d seen the flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. A momentary shadow of doubt. He had to convince her, once and for all, that without her Bella Lucia meant nothing to him. It was true. He�d looked into the abyss, the dark emptiness of life without her, and he knew it was true. She would always come first.
He glanced at his watch. Ten o�clock. A quick look around. Everything was humming. No problems. He could slip away now, be back before�
�Mr Valentine-�He turned at the hushed urgency in the ma�tre d�s voice �-we�ve got a bit of a problem.�
No. Not tonight�
�I�m just leaving, Jane. See Stephanie.� Nothing, no one, would stop him from putting Louise first tonight.
�It�s not�please��
She looked as if she might faint. �Steady, now. What is it? What�s the matter?�
�Table five. Charles Prideaux. The actor?� she added, in case he didn�t know. �He�s not well.�
�What�s the matter with him?�
She pulled herself together. �He�s clammy, no colour, complaining of indigestion.�
�Classic indications of a heart attack. Call an ambulance,� he said, turning away.
�No! He won�t allow it. He doesn�t want to attract attention. He seems more concerned about his wife finding out he�s here with some young actress when he was supposed to be at a business meeting than whether he�s about to die.�
�The two may not be mutually exclusive.� But not in one of his restaurants. �Where is he?�
�One of the other diners found him in difficulties in the loo and called a waiter. We�ve put him in the office.�
Who�s with him?�
�No one. He wouldn�t let me get anyone else even though I�m not a first aider. He said I could only get you.�
�Hell, he shouldn�t be left alone.� Whether he liked it or not, Max was involved. �OK, Jane, it�s not your fault-you�ve done well, considering the circumstances. I�ll take it from here. Can he walk?�
�With help.�
He looked at his watch. It would take half an hour, no more. �Get him back to him now and take him out through the rear. I�ll drive him to the nearest A and E.�
Louise took a tray of coffee out to the paparazzi wanting to be the first with photos of newly acquired diamonds. It was cold out there and, despite their bad press, she understood they were just doing a job like everyone else. And their presence meant the restaurant was a favourite with A-list celebrities.
If she hoped to catch a sight of an eager Max arriving early she wasn�t admitting it, not even to herself.
So far the day had gone well.
Among a very impressive, but ultimately clich�d, number of red roses, it was the elegant basket of lilies of the valley that had been delivered to her desk from a fashionable florist-sweetly scented, pure as a child�s promise-that stood out.
There was no name on the card-unlike the roses, which had been mostly from party organisers, people who wanted to be in her good books and used the play on her name as an excuse to remind her of their existence. There were just four words.
�For my first Valentine.�
Gemma had been seriously impressed and it took a lot to impress her.
�Any scoops, Louise?� Glad of the distraction, she turned to the photographer. �Anything we can phone in to the news desk?�
Several sets of tantrums, a lot of tears-not all of them from the women-but nothing unusual on an occasion so invested with emotion.
�You know the secrets of the dining table are sacrosanct, Pete.�
�What about you?� he asked, changing tack. �Rumour has it that Max was seen coming out of Garrard�s earlier in the week.�
Garrard�s? A visit to the royal jeweller�s suggested he�d taken her words to heart, but she kept the cool smile in place, said, �Now you�re just fishing.�
�And I think I just got a nibble.� He grinned. �You didn�t deny it, you just changed the subject. As good as an admission from someone in PR.�
�Louise!� She turned as one of the waitresses put her head around the door. �You�re wanted.�
Max�
�Table three. He says he wants to thank you for introducing him to the girl he�s with. At some party? They�ve just got engaged.�
�Oh, right. I�m coming,� she said, throwing a quick glance in the direction of Sloane Square. Stupid. He hadn�t said he�d be early; it was just that she�d seen the champagne, was aware of an undercurrent of excitement, of furtive glances in her direction.
Max would be here. He�d promised.
He was busy. They were all busy, but he wouldn�t let her down. Wouldn�t let Bella Lucia down. This was BL�s party as much as theirs�
Max hadn�t banked on being saddled with the girlfriend.
�I have to go with him,� she said. �He might die.�
There was no time to argue and he bundled her in, making the hospital in record time, but that wasn�t the end of it.
�Call my wife,� Prideaux begged. �Tell her where I am.� Then, �Make sure Gina gets home safely.�
The words said one thing, his eyes said another, sending out a desperate plea to get the girl out of the way before his wife turned up.
Easier said than done. Gina was having hysterics and convinced her lover was about to die, was vowing never to leave his side.
It took him and two nurses to prise her from Charles Prideaux�s side, get her out of the treatment room. At which point she flung herself, sobbing, into his arms.
As he comforted her, absently reassured her, he stared at the clock, ticking remorselessly round to eleven. Louise wouldn�t expect him before half past.
There was time.
It took patience, endless tact, to get Gina calmed down, to explain that the hospital had called Charles�s wife, that she would have to leave.
When he thought that she�d finally got it, that he could put her in a taxi and go to Louise, she sat down in the waiting room in the manner of a woman who was not to be shifted.
�Let her come. She needs to know about us. That Charles is going to leave her.�
He didn�t care about her. Or Charles Prideaux.
He did care about some innocent woman who�d walk into this. He knew what that was like. He�d seen it happen three times. Seen the fallout. The agony. And not just for the women involved, but for the children.
�Gina, this isn�t the moment. Charles isn�t in any state to cope with this kind of emotional upheaval. He needs to be calm right now if he�s going to make any kind of recovery.�
The tears started again, but she didn�t resist as he steered her through the main doors. �Where do you live?� he asked.
�Battersea.�
He took a deep breath. �I�ll take you home.�
�It�s okay, Max. You�ve done enough. I�ll get a taxi.�
He would have liked nothing better, but he didn�t trust her. She was an actress looking for an easy route to stardom. Why else would she be out with a married man twice her age? There was no doubt in his mind that the minute he left her, she�d be back inside, waiting for Mrs Prideaux to arrive. Act out her big scene. She�d quite possibly call the tabloids to make sure she got maximum publicity, too.
�Charles asked me to make sure you get home safely, Gina,� he said. �And that�s what I�m going to do.�
She swore, then. Proving he�d been right. Ignoring her rage, he opened the car door and after a moment she got in.
He took a breath. A result. Now all he had to do was call Louise, put her in the picture. Even as he reached for his cell phone he realised he didn�t have it with him. They were forbidden in the restaurant and he always made a habit of putting his away in the office.
Half an hour. He�d be there.
Max hadn�t come.
She had watched the staff from the Chelsea restaurant arrive, but he wasn�t with them. She�d waited for someone to pass on a message, some explanation of the hold-up. She had imagined car accidents, every kind of disaster.
Even his father had been concerned. Max was, after all, the host this year. This was his party. His celebration. His role to thank everyone for their hard work.
She�d heard Robert ask Stephanie, her half-brother Daniel�s wife and the Knightbridge restaurant�s manager, where he was. But she�d shaken her head.
�He left at about ten. Everything was running smoothly. I assumed he was coming here.�
Louise was standing outside in the small courtyard in front of the restaurant where, in the summer, people liked to eat alfresco. It was empty now, too cold to tempt anyone outside. She stood listening to his cell phone ring. The voicemail click in, his familiar voice asking her to leave a message, that he would get back to her.
He wouldn�t.
He�d tried. She understood that. Knew that if he�d ever loved anyone, he�d loved her. But it hadn�t been enough. He still couldn�t break free, make that leap to commitment. Maybe it had been wrong of her to expect it. He was who he was. The result of his upbringing, just as she was. Nurture over nature. She�d gone into this with her eyes open, expecting, wanting, no more than a brief, exciting affair.
She�d had that.
And it had been exciting. Wonderful. And it was over.
She turned as the door opened behind her. Her parents were leaving.
�Louise?� her mother said. �What are you doing out here on your own?�
�I just needed some air. Are you leaving?�
�It�s been a long evening. I don�t want your father overdoing things.�
�I suspect he�s made of sterner stuff than you give him credit for,� Louise said, with a smile she dredged up from the soles of her designer shoes.
�Any sign of Max?� her father asked, glancing at the phone in her hand.
She snapped it shut. �No.� Then she shivered despite the warmth of her coat. �To be honest I�m about done here.�
Done with Max. Done with Bella Lucia. Done with the icy damp of a London winter.
�Do you want a lift home?�
�It�ll take you out of your way.�
�No problem.� He ushered her into the back seat next to her mother, then, having given the driver her address, climbed in next to her.
Neither of them mentioned Max again. Instead as they headed towards Kensington her mother chatted brightly about a holiday they were planning, doing their best to distract her so that she didn�t have to do more than drop in the occasional �umm�. Pretty much all her aching throat could manage.
�Louise?� Her mother took her hand, stopped her before she left the car. �Are you going to be all right?�
�Fine,� she said, pulling herself together, pasting on a smile, hugging them both, fiercely. �Fine. I�ll call you tomorrow.�
The red light on her answering machine was winking at her as she let herself in. She switched it on and it informed her that she had �one new message�.
�Lou? It�s Cal. I�ll be in London tomorrow-� She switched it off. He might be, but she wouldn�t.
�Have you seen Louise?�
He knew he was in trouble.
It had taken hours to get rid of Gina. She�d had him driving round in circles, taking out her anger, her disappointment, on him. He would have appealed to her better nature, assuming that she had one, but he doubted that a plea to smooth his own path to married bliss would have moved her to pity.
He�d gritted his teeth, telling himself that Louise would have heard what had happened, understand why he had been held up. That he hadn�t stood her up for Bella Lucia.
The party seemed to be in its final stages. Slow music, couples wrapped in each other�s arms. His father was sitting in the bar, a glass of malt in his hand. Wife number four, Bev, was vainly trying to get him to leave.
�Lost her, have you? Careless that. But you�re a Valentine. We�re made that way.�
�She�s gone, Max,� Bev told him. �I put my head out of the door for some fresh air and saw her leaving with John and Ivy.�
�Uh-oh. You are in serious trouble,� his father said, pointing at him with the glass, which was clearly not his first.
�More serious than you know.�
�You were supposed to make a speech, too. Or had you forgotten that? Thanks for all the hard work. Great year. Expansion��
And the rest. The extra bit about Louise Valentine making him the happiest man alive.
He�d got that wrong, too.
Again.
If he hadn�t bottled out of the gala, tonight wouldn�t have been such a huge, make-or-break deal.
He hadn�t been putting nearly enough effort into making her the happiest woman�
It was very late when he pulled up in front of Louise�s apartment, but he couldn�t let her go to sleep believing that he�d let her down. He had to explain. And when he looked up he could see that there were lights on. Despite his relief that she was still awake, he suspected that was not a good sign. It was the same intuition that warned him not to use the key she�d given him, but ring the bell.
�Yes?�
�I need to talk to you, Louise. To explain.�
He�d anticipated resistance, but she buzzed him up without comment. She was still wearing her evening clothes. A dark red figure skimming dress that was slit to the thigh.
�You look lovely,� he said, moving to kiss her.
�Thank you,� she said, turning away before he could touch her.
He�d expected a rocket. Missiles. Fire.
Her cold politeness was much, much worse. He prayed that she was simply thinking of her neighbours�
�Look, I�m sorry I didn�t get to the party before you left.� She waited, her back to him, very still. �I had to take a guest to the hospital. Charles Prideaux, the actor.�
�Really? I hope he gave you his autograph.�
�Surely someone told you?�
�No one knew where you were.� She spun round to face him. �Forget me for a moment, Max. That we had a date. That you were going to turn up with the ring and we were going to announce our engagement. You let down your staff, too.�
�Lou�� He hadn�t anticipated this kind of reaction. Louise, calm, was a whole new experience and he didn�t know how to get through to her. �I had to take the man�s girlfriend home. Before his wife arrived. She was difficult.�
�That was not your problem, Max.�
�Yes, dammit, it was. She was going to stay and make a scene. Confront his wife.�
�And you thought it was your duty to protect the man from the fallout of his infidelity?�
�Protect his wife.�
�Of course. My mistake.�
�You do understand, then?�
�Yes, Max. I understand.�
She didn�t sound as if she did. If she�d understood, she�d have put her arms around him and held him and made the whole hideous episode go away.
Louise looked at him, confused, a little angry, and thought her heart might just break.
When she�d heard the car draw up outside, had looked out and seen it was Max, her first thought had been to ignore him. She�d used the deadlock on the door so he couldn�t get in. Then he�d rung the doorbell, taking her by surprise, and she�d known that wouldn�t do.
She owed herself more than that. She needed to face him. Put an end to this once and for all. She�d buzzed him up and then slipped out of her wrap and back into her dress. Stepped into shoes that brought her nearly to his height. Full body armour.
She�d wanted him to see that after tonight there was nothing he could do or say that could provoke her into anger, or reduce her to tears. But even then, some little part of her heart had hoped that he�d find a way to touch her. Bring her back to life.
But she couldn�t allow it.
Tonight he�d not only stood her up, but he�d stood up Bella Lucia to save some sham of marriage. Still trying, in his head, to protect his mother from his father�s infidelity. To save himself from the fallout.
And he had no idea what he�d done. He thought he could brush it aside, that all he had to do was turn up, explain and everything would be all right.
�Is that it?� she asked.
�You want me to go?�
He sounded surprised.
�You�ve apologised, explained. What else did you have in mind?�
�Don�t be like this, Louise. It was a genuine emergency.�
�You should have called an ambulance.�
�Believe me, I wish I had.� Then, �I have the ring��He reached into his ticket pocket, produced a perfect diamond solitaire.
�So it�s true. You did find time to visit Garrard�s?� She took the ring from him before he did anything as hideous as taking her hand and placing it on her finger.
He frowned. �How did you know that?�
�One of the photographers outside the restaurant said you�d been seen there.� She moved it so that the diamond flashed fire, burning her with its brilliance. �Be prepared to read about it in the Courier�s Diary column tomorrow.�
She took one last look at it, then handed it back.
�You don�t like it?�
�It�s quite lovely, Max.� But too late. �Unfortunately if you married me you�d be committing bigamy. You�re already married to Bella Lucia.�
�That�s ridiculous!�
�Is it? Really?� She considered trying to explain. That she wasn�t turning him down just for herself, but for him, too. That forcing him to put her first was hurting him as much as always coming a poor second was hurting her. They were bad for each other. But it was too late. She was too tired. And he wouldn�t believe her anyway. Better to keep it simple��You did understand what I said on the last occasion you stood me up? You do recall asking for one last chance?�
�Yes, but��
�But?� She shook her head. �Don�t bother to answer that, Max. There is no �us�.�
�If you�d been there��he said, a little desperately. Then, angry at being backed into a corner, �I don�t know what you expect-�
�I expect nothing from a man who would put business before life.� Her throat was beginning to ache. The words were becoming harder. �Of a man who is incapable of doing anything else.�
It was why she hadn�t leapt in with an eager �yes� the instant he�d asked her to marry him, she understood that now. Some inner sense of self-preservation had come to her rescue. The small, still voice of common sense telling her that, no matter what he said, he could never change. That she would always be waiting for him to turn up. To a party, their marriage, the rest of their lives.
If she�d made a promise to him nothing short of an act of God would have stopped her from delivering on it, but there was no point in telling him that. All that remained now was pride. The need to walk away with her head high.
�What we had was great while it lasted, Max, but if we�re honest it was just sex. Steamy, memorable sex, but nothing more than the gratification of old desires.� The casually dismissive words seemed to be coming from someone else. �Curiosity satisfied, ghosts laid,� she said. �Now, we can both move on.�
�No! I don�t want to move on. I love you!�
�Need, desire��
Love was something else. Something more. It was because she loved him that she couldn�t stay with him. Knowing that each time he let her down he�d feel more guilt�
Another minute, she begged, enough strength for just one more minute�
She hadn�t needed a ring, or even for him to say the words. The words meant nothing. �I love you� was in what you did, the way you treated someone.
This was how James must have felt, she realised. Maybe she deserved this numbing blow to her heart that, for the moment, left her beyond feeling. She should be grateful for that reprieve, however short. The pain would come soon enough, but it was a familiar heartache. She�d lived with it before. Through all the years when he was out of reach. She could live with it again. For the moment all she asked was the strength to finish it without falling apart and she crossed to the door, opened it, a silent invitation to leave.
For a long moment Max didn�t move. He just looked at her with the bewildered expression of a child who�d been shouted at and didn�t know why.
He just didn�t get it. Never would�
�Please�� she said.
It sounded too much like a plea, too weak and in two strides he was beside her. For a moment she thought he was going to seize her, kiss her as he had before when she�d been on the point of walking away. But this time he just stood there, looking at her as if he was imprinting her image on his brain. Or maybe that was her, taking one last look�
�I�ll see you tomorrow?� he asked, finally. �At six-thirty?�
Business as usual? Was he serious?
It was too much�
�You will be there?� he pressed when she didn�t answer.
She shook her head, but he didn�t take it as a refusal, only as an admission that she didn�t know.
�You�re exhausted,� he said. �We�ll talk about this tomorrow.� And then he walked through the door she was not so much holding open as clinging to, down the stairs, out of her apartment. Out of her life.
It was all she could do not to call him back but she hung onto her sanity just long enough to hear the street door close. To close and lock her own front door.
It was only when she heard his car start, pull away from the kerb, that all the bottled up emotion shattered and she picked up her answering machine and hurled it at the wall, where it broke in a dozen pieces, along with her heart.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

MAX left because she�d given him no other option. Louise had somehow managed to blank herself off from him, put herself some place far beyond the flare-up of temper that would have worked for him. He could have used her passion to break her down, bring her into his arms, but she�d put up a wall of ice to keep him out.
That in her own living room at close to two o�clock in the morning, she�d been wearing high heels, a dress he knew she�d have discarded for the comfort of her wrap the minute she�d got home, told him that it was deliberate. That she was playing a part.
The fact that she was still awake, clearly hadn�t even thought about bed, bothered him more. She hadn�t removed her make-up, and her hair was pinned up in that sexy way that suggested all it would take was one pin to bring it all tumbling down in his hands.
It all suggested that sleep had been the last thing on her mind. That she had more important things to do�
He pulled over, turned in his seat to look back. Her light was still on and for a moment he was tempted to go back, do anything, promise anything�
No.
She�d made it clear that she thought his promises were meaningless, and she was right. He�d been making promises to her all his life and then letting her down.
He needed to think about that. Really think about it before he could go back, attempt to change her mind, convince her that he wanted to be with her for the rest of his life. He had to ask himself not what he wanted, but what Louise wanted from their relationship. And why he wasn�t giving it to her.
She�d told him all he needed to know, but, convinced that the proposal was nothing more than formality, he hadn�t bothered to use the information. Analyse it. Hadn�t listened to what she�d been telling him.
What three words would you use to describe yourself�?
Driven. Dumb. Dumped.
Louise went back to her packing. Concentrating on folding, packing. It took a while. She�d need suits as well as holiday clothes for this trip.
The last time she�d gone to Melbourne, she�d been running away from one family, searching for a new one. This time was different. This time she was reclaiming her life from a crippling obsession that had held her in its thrall since childhood hero-worship of Max had changed into something out of reach. Ultimately destructive.
She should have had a husband, children of her own by now, but there was no going back.
She didn�t have a family of her own and it seemed unlikely that she ever would have. But she did have a thriving business and a talented assistant whom she was ready to make a partner.
Gemma could bring in a junior, continue to run the London office. She, in the meantime, would concentrate on expanding her own business. Stop scanning the horizon for something, someone, who would never be there.
Her phone began to ring. It was the airline confirming her seat on the evening flight out of London Heathrow.
That was something her contact at the diary page of the Courier would be interested in, she thought. An unmistakable message that even Max would understand.
And a kindness. In his anger, he�d blame her. She didn�t want him to feel guilty. He was how he was. He couldn�t help it.
She�d call Gemma first thing, catch her before she left for the office and brief her about everything that had to be done. She�d better call Patsy, too, in case there was anything she wanted to send to Jodie. Then she�d spend the day with her parents out at Richmond Hill before going straight on to the airport.
Max�
He�d asked her if she planned keeping their six-thirty date. Well, it was just business, so it didn�t matter if it was Gemma who delivered the completed marketing plan which was, even now, sitting on her desk waiting to be delivered.
At six-thirty, she�d be unfastening her seat belt. Settling in for the long flight east.
She replaced the receiver, then bent to pick up the pieces of broken answering machine that were spread all over the carpet.
Under one of the larger pieces, she found a tiny gold safety pin. She looked at it for a moment, sitting back on her heels, wondering how on earth it could have got there. Even if she�d dropped it, and she couldn�t imagine how since the only pins she had were kept in the carryall she used for work or travelling, her cleaner had been in yesterday morning and she wouldn�t have missed it.
She reached out a finger and touched it, remembering the moment when she�d given one exactly like it to Max. How he�d taken it. Put it in his ticket pocket, next to his heart.
It had been a special moment. A moment when anything might have happened. When it had happened.
No regrets.
She�d got what she�d wanted. If it hadn�t worked out quite the way she�d expected, if she hadn�t managed to get Max out of her system, she still had more than she�d ever dreamed possible. She�d dared to risk everything and, even if she didn�t have Max, she had somehow reclaimed her life. No more deep freeze�
She picked up the pin, placed it on the table beside the broken bits of answering machine, then frowned as she remembered the moment Max had pulled that damned ring out of the same pocket.
No. It couldn�t be. He�d been wearing a dinner jacket tonight.
For it to be the same pin, he�d have had to move it from suit to suit along with the rest of the contents of his pockets that he carried with him, always.
�It doesn�t mean anything,� she whispered. �It�s just habit��
But even as she said the words a tear welled up, fell. Soaked into the carpet.
Max hadn�t slept. He�d spent the night thinking. About Louise. About himself. About the bleakness of a future in which she wasn�t there at the start and end of every day.
Shining a light into every corner of their relationship, exposing feelings that he�d always refused to acknowledge, finally understanding a pattern of behaviour that had ended in that scene last night.
Searching for some way to show her that, despite everything he�d done, he was serious. That she was more important to him than a hundred restaurants. That he loved her�
He woke, groggy, just before ten, still in the armchair, an idea, half formed, struggling to the surface. He showered, shaved. Resisted the urge to go straight to her office and tell her what he was going to do.
Six-thirty. That was their time.
It would give him time to put his plan into action so that she�d understand that it wasn�t some empty promise.
She had to understand.
It was his secretary, bringing in the mail, who looked doubtful. She listened to him telling the company lawyer to set the wheels in motion, insisting that it be done in time for his daily meeting with Louise, then, when he rang off, said, �Are you expecting Louise this evening?�
�Has she called to say she can�t make it?�
�No, but��
�But what?�
She went and fetched the early edition of the Courier, folded it back at the diary page.
In between a torn heart, one enclosing a photograph of Louise, one of himself, was the headline:
�NO DIAMONDS FOR THESE VALENTINES�
Expectations were high of an announcement that Max Valentine had popped the question to his latest squeeze, Louise Valentine, at the Bella Lucia Diamond Jubilee party last night. Max, who has been working with Louise on the expansion of the restaurant group, with new premises in Qu�Arim and Meridia already well in hand, was spotted recently in the Queen�s jewellers, Garrard�s, investing heavily in a girl�s best friend.
Max, however, wasn�t at the party and I have it on good authority that London�s favourite PR consultant has already booked her business class ticket and is at this very moment packing her bags, preparing to hotfoot it to Australia, eager to expand her own expire.
He didn�t stop to question the veracity of this statement. It rang too horribly true. Instead he raced to her apartment, grabbed the front door as someone was leaving and raced upstairs, hammered on the door to her apartment.
It was opened by Cal Jameson.
�Max,� he said. �Louise said to expect you.�
�She�s here?� Relief flooded through him. �I have to see her, tell her��
�She was leaving as I arrived,� Cal said. �Gave me a key, told me to make myself at home. I�m staying for a week this time-�
�Where is she?� he demanded, cutting him short. He wasn�t interested in Cal Jameson�s plans. Only in finding Louise.
�I couldn�t say exactly. Somewhere between here and Melbourne. That�s in Australia,� the younger man added helpfully.
�She�s gone? Already?� Max clawed back his hair. �She can�t have. What about work? Her parents?�
�Damm it, Max. You�ve got it bad. You need a drink-�
�I don�t want a drink. I just want-�
�Louise. I know, mate. I know. You�d better come in.�
Louise gripped the arms of the seat, hating the moment of takeoff. Hating the moment when the huge jet banked over London. Letting out a sigh of relief as the ping of the seat-belt warning light went off.
A stewardess offered her a drink, but she shook her head. No alcohol, minimum food, lots of water. And sleep. She needed sleep. At least the unexpected upgrade from club to first class gave her all the stretch room she needed.
She even had an empty seat beside her.
No one to disturb her while she laid out her plans for expansion into Australia, she congratulated herself. No one to disturb her, ever again.
It couldn�t be more perfect, she told herself as she bent to retrieve her laptop at her feet.
Then someone took the seat beside her.
She glanced sideways at her new companion, nodding distantly, not making eye contact-the last thing she wanted was a chatty travelling companion-then did the fastest double take in history.
�Max!� His name was expelled on what felt like the last breath in her body. Then, �What are you doing here?�
�It�s six-thirty,� he said. �We always meet at this time of day.�
�But Gemma was going to-�
�Stand in for you? While I�m sure she�s a perfectly capable young woman, that wasn�t the deal we made. And as I�m sure you�ll recall, Louise, I paid in advance.�
She gasped. �I can�t believe you just said that.�
�Of course you can. You can believe anything of me. The fact that you�d get on an aircraft and run away to the other side of the world to avoid me proves it.� He opened his briefcase, took out a thick envelope. �Not that I don�t appreciate it,� he said. �It has given me an opportunity to demonstrate just how serious I am when I tell you that I�ll never stand you up again.�
�I�m not running away!� she said, fiercely. �This has nothing to do with you, Max. This is about me. I�ve spent my whole life wanting something just out of reach. It�s time to grow up, move on, live the life I�ve got, not the one I dreamed��
She applied the brake to her mouth, but not soon enough.
�Not the life you dreamed of?� he asked, gently.
�Not all dreams are good dreams, Max.�
�No. And not all mistakes are bad.� He leaned back, closed his eyes momentarily. �Not that last night was a mistake. I did what I thought was the right thing, Louise. I can�t change who I am.�
�I know. I understand��
�It was all the other times that I got it wrong. But maybe not entirely wrong.�
Louise swallowed. �No?�
Oh, that hurt. For the last sixteen sleep-deprived hours, she�d been too numb for the pain to bite, but suddenly, hearing Max say that one word brought her whole body to agonising life and she had to bite back the cry of pain.
�No,� he repeated, then rolled his head to look at her. �How else would I have known how it would feel to lose you? How much it would hurt?�
No, no, no��Please, Max, don�t do this.�
�I have to. I have to explain. If, when I�ve done, you don�t want me here, I�ll move to another seat. Go away. Never bother you again.�
That wasn�t what she wanted to hear, either, but she took in a deep breath, let it out. Nodded.
�I spent most of the night thinking about us. About how, all my life, I�ve been pushing you away. Not just the surface stuff, avoiding each other, making sarcastic comments about the boys, the men who trailed after you like puppies. Deeper than that.�
�I didn�t know there was anything deeper,� Louise said. Then shook her head. It was so easy to fall into the habits of a lifetime. Dangerous. Sniping led to anger and anger led to passion. And after passion there was only pain�
�I thought about the night I was supposed to take you to your school prom,� Max said, not rising to it. �We were short-staffed, I didn�t lie about that, but if I�d said to Dad that I had to go, reminded him that Uncle John had asked me to be your escort, he�d have found someone to cover.�
�You were more interested in the business even then, Max.�
�No. The truth is that your father had drafted me in as a safe pair of hands, someone he could rely on not to forget himself with �his little princess�, was the way he put it. I knew just how you�d look. Sweet, innocent, in a demure frock but with that look in your eyes that said everything. A look I�d have to resist or burn in hell.�
�You were so wrong about that.�
�Wrong?�
�Anything but sweet and innocent. I had a killer dress stashed away in my bag and I had designs on you. You were right to run scared.�
�Really?� A ghost of a smile lit up eyes that were grey with tiredness. �Uncle John nearly scalped me for standing you up. What he�d have done if he�d even suspected��
�It didn�t happen.� She found an answering smile from somewhere. �I suppose I should thank you for saving me from myself.�
�I haven�t finished, yet. There was the time you were flying to Italy. A year older, you were learning to hide your feelings, but I didn�t want you to go. I knew those Italian men would be all over you. That they could have what I wanted.� He dragged his hand over his face. �When you came back, I could see��
�What could you see, Max?�
�One look was all it took. One look and I knew that you�d taken that step away from me. I thought something inside me had died.�
�Only thought?�
�When you dropped that slinky dress at your feet,� he said, with a grin, �I realised it had only been wounded.�
�His name was Roberto,� she told him, by way of punishment. �Six-foot two, short dark hair, blue eyes.� She shook her head, realising, too late, that she wasn�t punishing him, but herself. �I knew by then that I couldn�t have you. Mustn�t want you. He was the nearest I could get.� Then, desperate to put that behind her, �This is ancient history, Max.�
�But don�t you see, Lou? It established a pattern. Last week�s kitchen flood was just the latest in a long line of similar excuses.�
�But we were together.�
�Were we? Hiding away as if we were ashamed of our feelings?� She waited. �This was different, Louise. You�d asked me out on a date and it wasn�t like dinner with Patsy and Derek-something that could be brushed off as a family thing. It would have been just the two of us at a gala where we�d be recognised by half the audience. You were ready to make that statement, say to the world we�re a couple, while my sub-conscious was still programmed to sabotage anything that seemed like a relationship. That was anything more than sex.�
�Is that supposed to be some kind of excuse?�
�Yes. No�I�m just trying to explain that this is what I�ve been doing all my life. Running away from you. Unable to commit to anyone else. Telling myself that love is fool�s gold, no more than a meaningless convention to lend the lustre of respectability to baser desires. A lesson I learned at my father�s knee.�
�So?�
�So last night wasn�t like that. I was frantic. I couldn�t leave that stupid girl. I didn�t have my cell phone to call you. But I was sure someone would have told you what happened. I only learned today that Jane, the one person who knew the whole story, had been too shaken up by the incident to come to the party.�
�Oh.�
�Last night I tried to help someone in trouble. You need to know that I�ll always do that, even when it isn�t convenient. Even when it�s downright inconvenient. Just as you need to know that I will always put you before Bella Lucia. I meant what I said the other night. I love you.�
He produced the ring from his pocket, held it in the palm of his hand. �You can stop looking at the horizon, Lou. I�m here. This is yours. Along with my heart.�
When she didn�t take it, he closed his hand around it, took a document from the envelope, tucked the ring inside.
�Maybe this will convince you I�m serious.�
�What is this?�
�A partnership in Bella Lucia.�
�A partnership?� For a moment she didn�t know whether to laugh or cry. Did he really think that would make a difference?
�An equal partnership. Take it, Louise, be my partner in everything, or I�m going to quit the business.�
What? �You can�t do that, Max. It�s your life.�
�No, you are my life. And without you�� she waited ��what would be the point?�
Her words. What she�d said to him. When he�d asked her why she�d stopped dating. What would have been the point?
�What, my love? You think I don�t know? You think I haven�t been there? One woman in my arms and another so deeply ingrained in every cell that nothing I do can drive out the thought of her?�
She searched his face, saw the truth. That he had reached deep, found something within himself. Surrendered himself in a way that she�d never thought possible.
Not that he wouldn�t get distracted, drawn towards some new scheme and forget everything else for a moment. But it would be the normal distractions that everyone lived with. He would never be running from her again.
�What would you do?� she asked. �If I said no?�
�Become a beach bum,� he said. �Take up surfing. Cal Jameson promised to give me lessons.�
�Cal?�
�He was the one who found out what plane you were on. Organised the upgrade so that I could sit beside you.�
�You mean it wasn�t just luck? That you paid�� She frowned. �So where were you? Why did you wait until we�d taken off?�
�Our date was for six-thirty. It was the one time I knew you�d be thinking of me.�
�Oh.�
�And I wanted to be sure you couldn�t walk away. And once I�d shown the stewardess the ring, she let me stay in club class until after take-off.� He picked it up, held it between his thumb and finger. �Will you marry me, Louise?�
�A beach bum?� she said. Then, laughing, �You are such a liar, Max Valentine.� But she held out her left hand, allowed him to slip the ring onto her finger. Kiss her.
�Shall we get married in Queensland?� he asked.
�I�m not going to Queensland. I�m going to Melbourne to open my Australian office,� she reminded him.
�Yes, I saw your little goodbye note in the Courier, but I�m going to Queensland. I�ve been given a lead on a fabulous new resort opening up there. Rainforest. The barrier reef. A marina��
�Sounds wonderful.�
�So come and give me your opinion. Then I�ll help you set up your own empire if that�s still what you want.�
�Mmm. Maybe I should think about that. As a partner in Bella Lucia, I�m going to have other responsibilities.�
�As my wife, the mother of my children and a partner in Bella Lucia, you may have a point.�
�As my husband and the father of my children, you�re going to be pretty busy yourself.�
�So, we have a deal?�
�No, we have a partnership, but forget the quiet wedding, Max. This time you have to turn up and face the music, a full dress occasion with a dozen bridesmaids, emotional family members and enough rose petals to scent all of Richmond Hill. She grinned. �Do you think you can manage that?�
�Wild horses wouldn�t keep me away.�
�Well, just in case you need reminding,� she said, unfastening a tiny gold pin from under the collar of her jacket, transferring it to his, �you�d better have this. Don�t lose it again.�
Louise was driven to her wedding in a ribbon-bedecked open carriage drawn by two white horses, her father at her side.
At the church gate, she was met with a barrage of photographers eager to get pictures of the high-society guests, of the bride herself. Inside the church porch, Jodie, who�d flown over for the wedding to be her matron of honour, was waiting to straighten her veil and train.
She had the bright nosegay of tiny bridesmaids, the daughters of Bella Lucia staff, each wearing a dress a different shade of pink from palest rose to darkest fuchsia, as well as two distinctly unimpressed page boys, firmly in hand and they all fell in behind the bride and her father without a fuss.
�The groom did manage to turn up, then?� John Valentine asked the verger.
�Oh, very eager, sir. First to arrive. I always think that�s a good sign.�
�Hmmph. Well, yes, I�m sure you�re right.�
Louise smiled behind her veil. She hadn�t doubted Max, not for one moment. It wasn�t that he never missed a date, but these days he never failed to phone and let her know if he was having a problem. If he�d be late.
�Ready?� the verger asked.
�Ready,� Louise assured him. �And just as eager as the groom.�
A signal was given and as the first notes of the Wedding March reached them she leaned against her father just for a moment and said, �You have been the best father a girl could ever have. Thank you.�
For once lost for words, he just squeezed her hand in reply, tucked it beneath his arm before setting off with her up the aisle.
The church was full, not just with their parents, but crammed with Valentines from all over the world. Rachel, Luc and their baby, Rebecca, Mitch and their children, Emma, Queen of Meridia, with her king, Melissa, who had eyes for no one but her sultan, thanks, it appeared, to a little help from Max, Jack with Maddie, Beverley. Daniel and Stephanie, and Dominic with his wife and children. Patsy and Derek were there somewhere, too, but Louise saw only one man. Not even his best friend, Sheikh Surum AlThani of Qu�Arim, in all his robes, standing at Max�s side, could eclipse the joy shining from the vivid blue eyes of the man she had loved all her life. From this day forward they were to be together for always. Partners. Lovers. Friends. Husband and wife.
As she reached him he smiled, took her hand, raised it to his lips and a soft sigh rippled through the church. Then they turned to face the vicar and the service began.
�Dearly beloved��
Only when the vicar asked, �Who giveth this Woman to be married to this Man?� was there the slightest hiccup in the service. Instead of simply putting her hand into Max�s, her father said, quite distinctly, �Me. I do��
Afterwards, in the vestry as they signed the register her mother scolded him, but he was unrepentant. �I just wanted Max to know,� he said. �I wanted everyone to know that I�m happy.� He turned to his brother, put his hand on his shoulder. �Really happy. It�s a wonderful day.�
Max and Louise stood at the head of the receiving line, to greet their guests as they arrived for the reception. The guest list of family and friends read like an international Who�s Who. They had come from Australia, America, France, Meridia, Qu�Arim. Old family from Italy mingled with Ivy�s aristocratic relations.
And there was Patsy.
She came in last with her new husband and Louise kissed them both, then turned to her mother and said, �Mum, may I introduce Patsy Simpson Harcourt and her husband Derek. Patsy, this is my mother.�
For a moment both women seemed frozen, then Ivy Valentine stepped forward, put her arms around Patsy and said, �Thank you. Thank you, Patsy, for giving me the most wonderful daughter any woman could ever ask for.�
Louise might have cried, but at that moment Jack tapped a spoon against a champagne glass and said, �We�re going to have the best afternoon and evening of our lives here, but before we get started I want us all to raise a glass in memory of William Valentine, who opened the first Bella Lucia restaurant sixty years ago and without whom we wouldn�t be here today.�
A murmur of assent ran around the room.
�With Max and Louise now in charge the future is assured, so a toast to William Valentine and the great family he founded, to Bella Lucia. And to the next sixty years.�
�Sixty years?� Max looked adoringly at his bride. �Are you game for that, my Valentine?�
�To be honest, I�m not into these short-term relationships,� she said, with an impish smile. �But ask me again in sixty years. I�ll give you my answer then.�
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CHAPTER ONE

NOTmuch longer-if I can just hold out-please, please, don�t let them catch me�
The soft vibration of the speeding train seemed to be part of her thoughts. It was five minutes late but she should still reach Rome in time to get to the airport and catch her plane home.
Just a hundred miles to Rome-that�s not much really-unless the police saw me get on this train�
Had anyone seen her? She�d hurried, keeping her head down, trying to get lost in the crowd. Nobody had troubled her so far, but it was too soon to feel safe.
Perhaps she would never feel truly safe again. The man she had loved and trusted had betrayed her, throwing her to the wolves to save his own skin. Even if she managed to keep her freedom, the world had changed, becoming ugly and bitter, like the inside of her own mind.
Somebody eased past her in the corridor and she turned hastily away, staring out of the window to conceal her face. Outside, the Italian countryside, bathed in the glowing colours of summer, rushed by, but she was barely aware of its beauty. Only her fear existed.
When she next looked, she could see two uniformed men at the end of the corridor.
Police!
She must escape before they reached her.
Edge away slowly. Don�t attract attention. Try to look casual.
She wondered exactly what kind of description of her they had: Name, Sarah Conroy, but answers only to Holly; a young woman in her late twenties, tall, perhaps a little too slim, with light brown hair, cut short, blue eyes and a face with nothing special about it: a face that hadn�t lived very much.
Nondescript. Yes, that was the word for her, and for the first time she was glad. It might save her now.
Here was the end of the carriage. A short step and she was in the next one. It was first class, divided into compartments. But each one had the blinds down and it was too risky to take shelter in one of them without some idea of what she would find.
Without warning, the blind beside her flew up and she found herself staring straight at a little girl. She was about eight years old and in a childish temper. That was all Holly had time to take in before making a lightning decision.
It took a split-second to open the door, dart inside and pull the blind down again.
In the corner a young woman looked up from her book and opened her mouth, but Holly just managed to get in first.
�Please don�t make a sound. I need your help desperately.�
She realised too late that she was speaking English. They wouldn�t understand a word. But before she could call on her unreliable Italian the child broke in speaking English.
�Good afternoon, signorina,� she said with quaint formality, �I am very happy to meet you.�
Her temper had vanished as if by magic. She was smiling as, with perfect self-possession, she offered one small hand. Dazed, Holly took it in her own.
�How-how do you do?� she murmured mechanically.
�I am very well, thank you,� the child responded carefully. �My name is Liza Fallucci. What is your name, please?�
�Holly,� she said slowly, trying to understand what was happening.
�Are you English?�
�Yes, I am English.�
�I am very glad you are English.�
She was beaming as though she really was glad, as if someone had given her a big, beautiful gift.
The train slowed suddenly and the child nearly fell. The young woman put out a hand to steady her.
�Careful, piccina. You�re still not steady on your feet.�
Now Holly saw clearly what she had missed before. The little girl was unable to walk properly. One leg was encased in a support, and as she moved she reached out to hold on to the seats.
�I�m all right, Berta,� she insisted.
Berta smiled. �You always say that, but you want to do too much too soon. I�m here to help you.�
�I don�t want to be helped,� Liza told her stubbornly.
She tried to haul herself up onto a seat, but slithered off and was only saved from falling by Holly�s hand. Instead of throwing it off, Liza used it to steady herself, and even allowed Holly to assist her as she wriggled to safety.
Berta gave a wry grimace, but the child�s snub did not seem to trouble her. She was in her twenties, robustly built with a cheerful, good-natured face.
�I�m sorry,� Holly began to say.
�Is all right,� Berta assured her in careful English. �The piccina is often cross with me, but-she hates to be an invalid. I am her nurse.�
�I don�t need a nurse,� Liza insisted. �I�m well now.�
Her chin set mulishly, and even in her agitation Holly knew a flash of amusement. This little one had a will of her own. But for the moment she was a lifeline.
Berta began to protest. �Forse, ma-�
�Berta, why do you speak Italian?� Liza demanded. �This lady is English and she doesn�t understand you.�
�I understand some Italian,� Holly began to say, but Liza interrupted her too.
�No, no, the English never understand foreign languages,� she declared imperiously. �We will speak English.� She scowled at Berta, evidently commanding her to keep quiet.
�How do you know English people are no use at foreign languages?� Holly asked.
�My Mamma told me so. She was English and she could speak Italian but only because she�d been here for so long. She and Poppa spoke both languages.�
�That must be why your English is so good.�
Liza beamed.
�Mamma and I used to speak it all the time.�
�Used to?�
�The Signora dead,� Berta said softly.
Liza did not reply to this in words, but Holly felt the sudden tightening of the little hand on hers, and she squeezed back.
After a moment, Liza said, �She promised to take me to England. I mean to go one day.�
�I think you�ll like it,� Holly assured her.
�Tell me about England. What is it like? Is it very big?�
�About the same size as Italy.�
�Do you know Portsmouth?�
�A little. It�s on the south coast and I come from the Midlands.�
�But you do know it?� Liza persisted eagerly.
�I�ve spent some time there.�
�Did you see the boats?�
�Yes, and I went sailing,� Holly replied.
�Mamma lived in Portsmouth. She liked sailing. She said it was the loveliest feeling in the world.�
�It is. Having the wind in your face, feeling the boat move under you-�
�Tell me,� Liza begged. �Tell me all about it.�
It was hard to speak light-heartedly when she was full of dread, and her mind was on whatever was happening further down the train. But she forced herself to do it. It was her only chance, yet it was more than that. The child�s shining eyes showed that this meant the world to her, and Holly was swept by a sudden determination to give her whatever happiness she could.
Her memories were vague but she embellished them, inventing where she had to, trying to bolster the illusion that the little girl wanted. She had found someone who reminded her, however tenuously, of her dead mother and happier times. Not for anything would Holly have spoiled it for her.
Now and then Liza would interrupt, asking about a new word, and practising until she was sure she had it. She was a quick learner and never needed to be told twice.
Suddenly Berta began to grow agitated, looking at the door. Seeing her, Holly too began to worry.
�I was just wondering when the judge would be returning,� Berta said.
Holly grew tense. �Judge?� she asked.
�Liza�s father is Judge Matteo Fallucci. He is visiting a friend in another compartment. I thought he-� she struggled for the words �-perhaps-return by now. I can�t wait. I need,� she dropped her voice to a modest whisper, �gabinetto.�
�Yes, but-�
�You will stay with the piccina per un momento, si? Grazie.�
She rushed out as she spoke, leaving Holly no option but to stay.
She began to feel desperate. How long would she be trapped here? She had hoped to be safe, but it seemed she�d jumped out of the frying-pan, into the fire.
�You will stay?� Liza echoed.
�Just for a moment-�
�No, stay for always.�
�I wish I could, I really do, but I have to go. When Berta comes back-�
�I hope she never comes back,� Liza said sulkily.
�Why? Is she unkind to you?�
�No, she means to be kind, but�� Liza gave an eloquent shrug. �I can�t talk to her. She doesn�t understand. She thinks if I eat my food and do my exercises-that�s all there is. If I try to talk about�about things, she just stares.�
That had been Holly�s impression of Berta too; well-meaning but unsubtle. It hadn�t seemed to occur to her that she should not have left the child with a stranger, even for a moment.
But perhaps she�d hurried and, even now, was on her way back. Meaning just to take a quick look, Holly turned to the door and ran straight into the man standing there.
She hadn�t heard him enter, and didn�t know how long he�d been there. She collided with him before she saw him, and had an instant impression of a hard, unyielding body towering over her.
�Who are you?� he demanded sharply in Italian. �What are you doing here?�
�Signore-� Suddenly she couldn�t breathe.
�Who are you?� he said again in a harsh voice.
It was Liza who came to her rescue, limping forward and saying hurriedly, �No, Poppa, the signorina is English, so we only speak English.� She took Holly�s hand, saying firmly, �She comes from Portsmouth, like Mamma. And she�s my friend.�
A change came over him. With an odd feeling, Holly remembered how Liza, too, had changed. She had become joyful, while this man seemed to flinch. Yet they were reacting to the same thing. It was a mystery.
Liza drew her back to the seat, keeping hold of her hand as if to say that her new friend was under her protection. Even though she was so young, her strength of will was clear. She had probably inherited it from her father, Holly thought.
He eyed Holly coldly.
�You turn up in my compartment, and I�m expected to accept your presence with equanimity?�
�I�m-just an English tourist,� she said carefully.
�I think I begin to understand. There�s a commotion further down the train. But I imagine you know that.�
She faced him. �Yes, I do know.�
�And no doubt it has something to do with your sudden appearance here. No, don�t answer. I can make up my own mind.�
�Then let me go,� Holly said.
�Go where?�
His tone was implacable. And so was everything else about him, she realised. Tall, lean, hard, with dark, slightly sunken eyes that glared over a prominent nose, he looked every inch a judge: the kind of man who would lay down the law and expect to be obeyed in life as well as in court.
She searched his face, trying to detect in it something yielding, but she could find no hope. She tried to rise.
�Sit down,� he told her. �If you go out of that door you�ll run straight into the arms of the police, who are examining everyone�s passports.�
She sank back in her seat. This was the end.
�Are you a suspicious person?� he asked. �Is that why Berta has vanished?�
Liza giggled. �No, Berta has gone along the corridor for a few minutes.�
�She asked me to look after your daughter while she was away,� Holly said. �But now you�re here-�
�Stay where you are,� he ordered.
She had half risen in her seat, but his tone of command was so final that she had no choice but to fall back.
�Are you really running away from the police?� Liza asked her. �How exciting!�
Her father closed his eyes.
�Is it too much to hope that you�ll remember I am a judge?� he asked.
�Oh, but that doesn�t matter, Poppa,� the child said blithely. �Holly needs our help.�
�Liza-�
The child scrambled painfully out of her seat and stood in front of him, taking his outstretched hand for support and regarding him with a challenging look.
�She�s my friend, Poppa.�
�Your friend? And you�ve known her for how long?�
�Ten minutes.�
�Well, then-�
�But who cares?� Liza demanded earnestly. �It doesn�t matter how long you�ve known someone. You used to say that.�
�I don�t think I actually said-�
�You did, you did.� Liza�s voice rose as she began to be upset. �You said, with some people you knew at once that they were going to be terribly important to you. You and Mamma-�
Without warning she burst into tears, drowning out the rest of her words.
Holly waited for him to reach out and hug his child, but something seemed to have happened to him. His face had acquired a grey tinge and was suddenly set in forbidding lines, as though the mention of his dead wife had murdered something inside him. It was like watching a man being turned into a tombstone.
Liza�s tears had turned into violent sobs, yet still he did not embrace her. Unable to bear it any longer, Holly scooped her up so that the little girl was sitting in her lap, her face buried against her.
At that moment the door of the compartment slid back. Holly drew in a sharp breath as the full horror of her position crashed over her. The police were coming in. And she was in the hands of a judge. Now there was no hope.
A man in a police uniform entered, and immediately froze at the sight of the judge, whom he clearly recognised. He spoke in Italian, which Holly just managed to follow.
�Signor Fallucci, forgive me, I did not know-a small matter.�
�What is this small matter?� The judge sounded as though speaking was suddenly an effort.
�We are searching for a woman who, we have reason to believe, is on this train. Her name is Sarah Conroy.�
He was forced to raise his voice to be heard above Liza�s sobbing, and turned to Holly.
�Signorina, is your name-?�
But before he could complete the question Liza raised her head. Her face was red and tears streamed down her face as she cried,
�Her name is Holly and she�s my friend. Go away!�
�I only-�
�She�s Holly,� Liza screamed. �And she�s mine, she�s mine!�
�Hush,� Holly whispered. �Hold on to me.�
Liza was already clinging around her throat with arms so tight that Holly was almost choking. She stayed holding the little girl, offering what comfort she could.
If she�d been thinking clearly she would have realised that Liza was obscuring her face from the policeman, and her noisy sobs were covering any suspicious Englishness in Holly�s voice. But right now she was beyond understanding. She cared only for Liza�s shattering grief and whatever she could do to ease it.
So she gathered her in an even tighter embrace, murmuring words of comfort and tenderness until the sobbing little girl in her arms grew less tense.
The judge had seemed almost in a trance, but now he roused himself with an effort.
�I think you should go now,� he said. �My daughter is not well, and it isn�t good for her to be upset.�
By now the young policeman had noticed the wheelchair and the supports on Liza�s legs. He nodded to show his understanding.
�I�ll leave you in peace. Forgive me. Good day, signore, signorina.�
He couldn�t get out fast enough.
For a while they travelled in silence. Holly met the judge�s eyes, trying to read them, but found them cool and impenetrable.
�Why did you do that?� she asked.
He glanced at his little daughter, as if to say she was answer enough. Which was true, Holly thought. He had had no choice, and yet-
�Would you have preferred the alternative?� he asked.
�Of course not, but you don�t know me-�
�That will be remedied when I�m ready.�
�But-�
�It will be best if you say no more,� he replied in a voice that brooked no argument. �We shall soon be in Rome, and later I will tell you as much as you need to know.�
�But when we get to Rome I shall be leaving-�
�I think not,� he said in a tone of finality.
�Is Holly coming home with us?� Liza asked, smiling at the prospect.
�Of course,� he told her.
�But-my plane-� Holly tried to say.
This time he did not answer in words, but the flicker of his eyes was enough to inform her that he, not she, was calling the shots.
Liza showed her happiness by twining her hand in Holly�s and beaming at her father.
�Thank you, Poppa,� she said, as though he had just bought her a precious gift.
The compartment door slid back and Berta entered, looking nervous at the sight of her employer.
�You should not have left Liza alone,� he growled.
�Scusi, signore-but she was not alone.�
The judge seemed disposed to argue, but then he looked at his little daughter, snuggling happily in Holly�s arms, and the sight seemed to strike him silent.
Now that Liza had secured her object her tears dried like magic.
�You�ll like our house,� she told Holly. �I�ll show you all over the gardens and��
She chattered on and Holly tried to keep up with her, putting in the odd word, although her mind was whirling. While she smiled at Liza she was intensely aware of the man in the opposite seat, watching her with sharp, appraising eyes.
He was sizing her up, she guessed, mentally taking notes, trying to come to a decision. In other words, he was behaving like a judge deciding the verdict, with the sentence to follow.
He might have been in his late thirties, although his stern face and haughty demeanour made him seem older. He was handsome in a fierce, uncompromising way that had more to do with something in his eyes than with the shape of his features.
Suddenly he spoke, indicating the small bag that hung from her shoulder. �What do you have in there?�
�My passport,� she said, �and papers generally.�
�Let me see.�
She handed him the bag and he glanced through briefly, examining the papers until he came to her passport. Without hesitation he took it, placing it in an inside pocket of his jacket.
Holly opened her mouth to protest but was checked by his glance. It was hard, forbidding, and it compelled her silence.
�Good,� he said, handing the bag to her. �You have all you need.�
�I need my passport.�
�No, you don�t. Do it my way and don�t argue.�
�Now, look-�
�Do you want my help or don�t you?�
�Of course, but I-�
�Then take my advice and stay as quiet as you can. From now on, not a word. Try to look stupid. Practise that if you have to, but don�t speak.�
�But I had to leave a suitcase further down the train,� she burst out. �I must get it.�
�Why?�
�My clothes-�
�You don�t need them. And trying to recover your possessions would lead you into danger.�
Into the arms of the police, he meant, and she realised he was right. Holly would have been grateful for his warning but for a feeling he was chiefly concerned about the inconvenience to himself.
The train was slowing, gliding into Rome railway station, coming to a halt. Immediately a man appeared wearing the uniform of a chauffeur and signalled through the window. The judge signalled back, and a moment later the man entered the compartment.
�The car is waiting, signore,� he said, bestowing only the briefest glance on Holly.
Liza immediately put her hand in Holly�s and stood up.
�I think you should use the wheelchair,� her father said.
Liza thrust out her lower lip and shook her head. �I want to go with you,� she said, looking up at Holly.
�Then I�ll take you,� she said. �But I think you should go in the wheelchair.�
�All right,� Liza said, docile as long as she had what she wanted.
The platform was the last on the station. Beside it was a wall, with a large archway almost opposite their carriage. It took only a few moments to leave the train and move beneath the arch to where a limousine was waiting. Liza sat contentedly in the wheelchair while Holly pushed her, praying that this would give her an extra disguise against any police eyes that were watching.
At the car door the chauffeur took the chair and packed it into the trunk. The judge got into the front, while Holly and Berta sat in the back with Liza between them.
Holly tried to believe that this was really happening. Even the noiseless, gliding movement of the car, as it left the station, couldn�t quite convince her.
A moveable glass screen divided the front from the back of the car, and the judge pulled this firmly across, shutting them off from each other. Holly saw him take out a mobile phone and speak into it, but she couldn�t hear the words.
They turned south and sped smoothly on until the crowded city fell away behind them, the road turned to cobblestones and monuments began to appear along the way.
�They�re ancient tombs and this is the Via Appia Antica,� Liza told her. �We live further down.�
About half a mile further on they turned through a high stone arch and began the journey along a winding, tree-lined road. The foliage of high summer was at its most magnificent, so the house came into view piece by piece, and it wasn�t until the last moment that Holly saw its full glory.
It was a mansion, obviously several hundred years old, made from honey-coloured stone.
As the car stopped a middle-aged woman emerged, making for the rear door, to open it, while the chauffeur opened the front door for the judge.
�Good evening, Anna,� the judge said briefly. �Is everything ready for our guest?�
�Yes, signore,� the housekeeper said respectfully. �I personally attended to the signorina�s room.�
So she was expected, Holly thought, remembering the phone call in the car. This and the smoothly efficient movements of the servants increased her sense of well-oiled wheels, which might be conveying her away from danger, but would roll over her just as easily.
He had called her his guest, but the judge did not welcome her as one. It was Liza who took her hand, drawing her into the house and displaying her home with pride. Inside the hall there were more servants, all giving her the controlled curious glances of people who had been warned ahead of time, then hastily looking away.
�I will take the signorina to her room,� Anna said. �Follow me, please.�
The way led up a grand staircase that curved to the next floor, ending in luxurious marble tiles on which her heels echoed up to the door of her room.
The room itself was startling, with a marble floor and an exposed stone wall that gave it an air of rustic charm without lessening its elegance. Two floor-length windows flooded the room with light. The bed, which was large enough to sleep three, was a four-poster, hung with ivory net curtains.
The rest of the furniture was in dark wood with a rich sheen, and ornately carved. To Holly�s eye the items had the look of valuable antiques. She had reason to know this, having recently received a terrifying education in antiques.
�Are you sure this is the right room?� she asked, overwhelmed.
�Signor Fallucci insisted on the very best guest room,� Anna replied. �He says that every attention must be paid to you.�
�That�s very kind of him,� she murmured.
�If you will follow me, signorina��
Anna showed her through a door to a bathroom with walls also of exposed stone, an antique marble basin and hand-painted tiles. Thick ivory towels hung on the walls.
�If the signorina is satisfied-�
�Yes, it�s lovely,� Holly said mechanically. She could feel a net closing about her.
�If you would care to rest now, a meal will be sent to you here.�
When she was alone she sat down on the bed, feeling winded. On the face of it she�d fallen on her feet, but that wasn�t how it felt. The more she was welcomed and pampered, the more unnatural it all seemed, and the more nervous she became.
Everything made it clear to her that Judge Fallucci was a supremely powerful as well as a wealthy man. He was using both to prepare a niche for her, so comfortable that she wouldn�t want to leave.
But the fact was that she could not leave, even if she wanted to. He�d taken her passport; she had little money and no clothes. Now she had to depend on this stranger, who had seized control of her for his own purposes.
Despite the luxurious surface of her surroundings, she was a helpless prisoner.



CHAPTER TWO

SUPPER, when it arrived, was a feast for the gods. Soup made with ray fish and broccoli, lamb roasted in a sauce of garlic, rosemary, vinegar and anchovy, followed by tozzetti, sweet cookies made from sugar, almonds and aniseed.
With every course came the proper wine, rough red, crisp white or icy mineral water. Everything was perfect. Nothing had been left to chance.
When she had finished eating Holly went to the window and watched the last rays of the sun setting over the garden, which stretched out of sight, a maze of pines, Cyprus trees and flowers, threaded by paths, along which a tall man was strolling.
�Signor Fallucci walks there every evening,� Anna said, just behind her. She had come into the room to collect the tray. �Always he goes to visit his wife�s grave.�
�She�s buried here?�
�In a patch of ground that was specially consecrated.�
�How long has he been a widower?�
�Eight months. She died in a train crash, last December, and the little girl was badly hurt.�
�Poor little mite.�
�You can just see the monument, there-where the setting sun just touches the tip. Every evening he stands before it for a long time. When it�s dark he walks back to the house, but here there is only more darkness for him.�
�I can imagine,� she breathed.
�He says he will see you in his study in twenty minutes,� Anna added, departing with the tray.
Earlier, the high-handed message would have annoyed her. Now, watching him moving in the dusk, she realised that there had been a subtle change. He looked lonely, almost crushed. She began to feel a little more confident. Perhaps he wasn�t so fearsome after all.
At the exact time she knocked on the study door, and received a cool, �Avanti!�
Entering, she found herself in a room, dominated by a large oak desk, with a table lamp that provided the room�s only light. Outside its arc she was dimly aware of walls lined with leather-bound books.
He was standing by the window, looking out, and turned when she entered. But he didn�t move out of the shadows, and she couldn�t make out much more than his outline.
�Good evening, signorina.� His voice seemed to come from a distance. �You would prefer that we talk in English?�
�Yes, thank you, Signor Fallucci.�
�Your room is to your liking?�
�Yes, and the meal was delicious.�
�Of course.� His tone suggested this was the natural order of things. �Otherwise my staff would have heard my displeasure. Would you care to sit down?�
He indicated the chair facing the desk. It was a command, not a request, and she sat.
�I know something about you from my daughter,� he said, seating himself opposite her. �Your name is Holly, you are English and you come from Portsmouth.�
�No, I don�t.�
�Didn�t you tell Liza that you lived in Portsmouth?� he said sharply. �She thinks you did.�
�That�s a mistake, and I�ll explain if you�ll let me finish.� For all her resolution to tread carefully she couldn�t keep an annoyed edge out of her voice. She was damned if she�d let him cross-examine her as though they were in court.
He leaned back in his chair and made a gesture that meant, �Go on.�
�I come from a little town in the English Midlands. Portsmouth is down on the south coast and I know it quite well because I�ve spent some holidays there. I tried to tell Liza that, but the place means a lot to her because of her mother. So I talked about it, as much as I could remember, and I think she seized on that, built on it and just blotted out the bit she didn�t need. She�s clinging on to something that can bring her a scrap of comfort. Children do it all the time.�
�And not just children,� he murmured.
There was a silence.
�Please go on,� he said at last.
�I don�t know what else there is to say.�
He�d been half-turned away from her. Now he swung around and spoke in a hard voice.
�We have a difficult situation. I�m a judge and you are on the run from the police.�
�You don�t know that,� she challenged. �They didn�t identify me in the compartment today.�
�Very shrewd. Clearly they know little about the woman they are seeking, not even that she goes by the name of Holly-whatever her real name may be.�
He was silent, watching her. When she didn�t speak he shrugged and said, �You could, of course, give me any name you like.�
�Not while you�re holding my passport,� she replied.
He nodded and a glimmer of a smile flickered over his face.
�You were trying to trip me up,� she said furiously.
�If I was, I didn�t succeed. Good.�
�And if I had succeeded?�
�Then I�d have been disappointed in you. As it is, you present me with a problem.�
�You could have solved it in a moment this afternoon.�
�That would have been impossible,� he said heavily. �You know why.�
�Liza. Yes, you couldn�t have done that to that poor little girl.�
�And it�s left me in a very awkward position,� he said, half angrily.
�But you didn�t actually tell the police any lies.�
�I can�t console myself with such nit-picking.�
�So now you want to know all about me, and what I�m supposed to have done,� she said, bracing herself.
His reply astonished her.
�At this moment, the very last thing I want is to know all about you. I know that you are a decent person, incapable of evil.�
�How can you know that?�
�Because I�ve met a thousand criminals and I know the difference. You develop an instinct. My instinct tells me that at worst you involved yourself in some foolishness that you didn�t understand. And also,� his voice slowed and he added reluctantly, �also because of the way Liza clung to you. That little girl�s instinct is even surer than mine. If you had a criminal heart she would never have turned to you and wept in your arms.�
Holly was silent, amazed. She would not have expected such insight from this man.
Suddenly he rounded on her. �Am I wrong?� he asked sharply.
�No,� she said. �You�re not wrong.�
�Good. Then I need to know a little about you, but let�s keep it to the minimum. Give me a rough idea, but no details and no names.�
�It was as you said. I got caught up in something bad, not realising what was really happening. When I discovered the truth I ran, fast.�
�How old are you?�
�Twenty-eight.�
�Who knows you�re in Italy?�
�Nobody. I have no family.�
�What about your work colleagues?�
�None. I�m not in work just now.�
�There must be someone in England who�ll think it strange if you don�t return by a certain date.�
�There isn�t. I live alone in a small rented house. I didn�t know how long I�d be away, so I told my neighbour to expect me when she saw me. I could vanish off the face of the earth and it would be ages before anyone noticed.�
She said the last words in a tone of discovery, as it was borne in on her how completely isolated she was. It was something she had vaguely recognised, but it was only now that the reality was brought home to her.
And if I�d had my wits about me, she told herself, I wouldn�t have admitted it to him. Now he knows how totally I�m in his power.
In the silence she could sense him surveying her, probably thinking how dull and unsophisticated she was for her age. It was true. She knew nothing, and it had left her vulnerable to Bruno Vanelli. Vulnerable in her heart and her life, in ways that she was only now beginning to understand.
When she�d met Bruno she�d been mostly ignorant of the world and men, and he had guessed that and played her like a fool.
Which was what I was, she thought bitterly. A fool.
�Tell me about that suitcase you were so anxious to recover,� the judge said. �Is there anything incriminating in it?�
�No, I just didn�t like losing my clothes.�
�Anything there that can identify you?�
�Nothing.�
�How can you be sure?�
�Because of Uncle Josh.�
�Uncle Josh? He�s travelling with you?�
�No, of course not. He�s dead.�
�He�s dead but he tells you what to pack?� he recited in a voice that strongly suggested he was dealing with a lunatic.
�I know it sounds batty, but it�s the truth,� she explained.
�Batty? You�ll have to excuse me. I�m discovering unexpected holes in my English.�
�It means crazy, weird. I feel a bit weird. In fact, very weird.�
His answer was to fill a glass and put it into her hand. It turned out to be brandy.
�Give yourself a moment to calm down,� he said in a gentler voice. �Then tell me about Uncle Josh and how he directs your packing from his grave.�
There was a slight quirk to his mouth that might almost have been humour.
�Years ago,� she said, �he went on holiday and on the journey someone stole his suitcase. There were some papers in it that contained his address. When he got home he found his house ransacked.
�Since then none of my family have ever packed anything that could identify us. Papers have to go in a bag that you keep on you. It�s an article of faith. You swear allegiance to your country and you vow not to leave bits of paper in suitcases.�
Holly choked suddenly as the sheer idiocy of this conversation came over her. Now nothing mattered but a wild desire for maniacal laughter. She controlled it as long as she could, but then her resistance collapsed and she shook.
The judge rose quickly, rescuing her glass and setting it down out of danger.
�I suppose this was inevitable,� he said. �If you�re going to have hysterics you�d better have them and get it over with.�
She jumped up and turned away from him, unwilling to let him see how vulnerable she felt at this moment.
�I am not having hysterics,� she said firmly. �I just-don�t know what�s happening.�
�Then why are you shaking?� he said, moving behind her and placing his hands on her arms.
�I�m-I�m not-I�m-�
He drew her slowly back against him and folded his arms across her in the front. It wasn�t a hug, because he didn�t turn her to face him. He was as impersonal as a man could be who actually had his arms about a woman. Even through the whirling in her head she knew that he was soothing her in a way that involved no suspicion of intimacy.
It was oddly reassuring. He was telling her silently that she was safe with him because there was a line he would not cross, while the warmth and power of the body behind her seemed to infuse her with new strength.
�Are you all right?� he asked quietly.
His breath fluttered heatedly against the back of her neck. She tried to ignore it, as she guessed he expected her to do. In fact, she doubted if he�d given the matter a thought.
�I don�t know. I don�t even know who I am any more.�
�That�s probably the safest option for you,� he observed with a touch of wryness.
Releasing her, he guided her back to where she could sit down, and said almost casually, �I suppose it was a man who lured you into this?�
�Yes, I suppose it�s that obvious. He gave me a line and I fell for it. I don�t know exactly what happened. Maybe they caught him and he managed to put the blame on me.�
�My love, trust me-love me. Nothing matters except that we should be together.�
�Saving himself by sacrificing you?�
�Yes, I think he must have done that.�
�How refreshing to find you so realistic.�
�After what�s happened to me, I have no choice but to be realistic.�
His mouth twisted ironically.
�Some are born realistic,� he misquoted. �Some achieve realism, and some have it thrust upon them.�
�Nobody is born realistic,� she parried. �We all have it thrust upon us, in one way or another.�
�How true! How bitterly true.�
He spoke so softly that she wasn�t sure she�d really heard, and when she regarded him with a questioning look he walked away to the window. He stayed there, not speaking, for several minutes. At last he said over his shoulder, �I dare say Anna has spoken to you of my wife.�
�She did say that Signora Fallucci died in a train accident, and that Liza was also injured. Liza herself told me that her mother was English. I felt that she seized on me for that reason.�
�You�re right. It struck me as soon as I entered the compartment. I saw something in Liza�s face that I haven�t seen for months. She was content, almost happy. And then, the way she clung to you-I suppose I made my decision then.�
�The decision to take me over, lock, stock and barrel? The decision to acquire me at whatever cost, even if it meant out-bidding the police?�
�That�s a cynical way of putting it.�
�How else would you put it?�
�I might say that you were in need of help, as am I, and we decided to assist each other.�
�When did I decide anything?�
�My dear signorina, forgive me if I have been too precipitate. Clearly I should have introduced you to the police and waited while you chose between us.�
Silence!
He was smiling, but behind the smile there was the steel of a man used to having his own way and determined that it was going to continue. He had her helpless, and he knew it.
�In fact, neither of us made the decision,� he said with a shrug. �Liza made it. I�m merely following her wishes. I admit that the circumstances aren�t ideal but I didn�t create them. I had to act quickly.�
It was true, and every instinct warned her to go carefully and not antagonise him. But too many years of going carefully rose up in defiance now, robbing her of caution.
�No, you didn�t create them, but you knew how to take advantage of them, didn�t you? Despite your talk of following Liza�s wishes, I�m little better than a prisoner-�
�Not at all. Walk out whenever you like.�
�You know I can�t. I have no clothes, no money, no passport��
His response was to reach into his jacket and hand her a fistful of notes.
�Go,� he said. �I will order that the doors are opened for you.�
She backed away from him, refusing to touch the money and saying wildly, �Oh, yes? Where am I? Where do I go? What do I do? You�re just playing with me, and you should be ashamed.�
Holly could tell she�d taken him by surprise. There was a flash of anger, then he nodded.
�I admire your courage, signorina. Foolhardy but admirable.�
�Perhaps it is you who is being foolhardly,� she snapped, not appeased. �You took me into your house, and all you know about me is that I�m on the run.�
�But you�ve assured me that you�re innocent.�
�Well, I would say that, wouldn�t I?� she hurled at him. �It was a pack of lies to protect myself. How would you know the difference?�
�Maria vergine! If you imagine that you could deceive me for a moment, you�re mistaken. If I didn�t think your worst fault was incredible naivety I would never allow you near my daughter.�
Her antagonism died. He�d read her correctly. Naivety was the kindest word for her.
�Now, can we stop fencing and start being practical?� he continued. �I want you to stay here as a companion to Liza. Berta does an excellent job caring for her, but she can�t give her what she really needs, the thing that only you can give her.
�It�s clear that she sees you as a connection with her mother. You�re English, you can speak the language with her as her mamma did, and that will comfort her until she�s ready to let go. If you can do that, there may be something I can do for you. Is it a deal?�
�Yes,� she said, dazed. �It�s a deal.�
�Good, then it�s all settled.�
�Not quite. How long do you see this arrangement lasting?�
He frowned, as if puzzled by the question.
�For as long as I say,� he replied at last.
Of course, she thought wryly. What else?
�Now, to details,� he continued briskly. �As far as anyone else is concerned you�re a distant relative of my wife, paying us a visit. Liza calls you Holly, but I see from your passport that your name is Sarah.�
�Yes. Holly�s a nickname that my mother gave me when I was five. I put a bit of holly in her bed one Christmas.�
�It�s useful. Since the police are looking for Sarah Conroy, you won�t attract attention.�
�But if they keep looking-�
�That train was their best chance and they fumbled it,� he said with a shrug. �Now let us be practical. Take this money. It�s your first week�s wages. You�ll be paid in cash because the less paperwork the better. Is there anything in your purse that has your real name?�
�A credit card.�
�Let me see.�
As soon as she produced it he took it from her and cut it up.
�Hey!� she cried indignantly.
�Anything that connects you with your real name is dangerous.�
�If I�m prepared to take that risk-�
�But you might reflect that the risk isn�t only for yourself.�
The words were lightly spoken but they made her pause. He was a judge, concealing a woman fleeing the law. She wasn�t the only one in danger.
�You need clothes,� he continued. �Sit down over there.� He indicated an extra, smaller desk by the wall, on which stood a laptop computer, connected to the internet.
�You�re online to a store in Rome,� he said. �Go through it and select some items, then I�ll arrange for them to be delivered.�
She could see that it was open at women�s wear, and connected to an account in his name. All she had to do was add things to the shopping basket. Slowly she began to go through the pages, trying to believe what she was seeing. This was the most expensive store she�d ever come across. Just looking at the prices made her eyes cross.
She grew even more distracted studying the clothes. Underwear, dresses-everything seemed to be made of silk. It was intimidating.
�I�m really looking for something a little more ordinary,� she said. �More like me.�
�You call yourself ordinary?� he enquired.
�Well, look at me.�
�I am. You make nothing of yourself. You are tall and slim-�
�Skinny, you mean. And flat-chested. Like a board.�
�Give me patience! Is that any way for a woman to talk? There are women modelling on the catwalk shaped exactly like you, and all you can do is run yourself down.�
�I�m not running myself down,� she said huffily. �I�m being realistic. I�m no beauty.�
�Did I say you were?�
She gaped. �You said-�
�I said you had a shape you should make the best of, but you don�t think that way. You say �thin� when you should say �slim�. Your mind-set is askew.�
�Well, pardon me for thinking incorrectly. Obviously an Italian woman would do better, but I can�t help being the wrong nationality.�
�You must learn not to put words into my mouth. Don�t blame your nationality. My wife was also English, and she was as conscious of herself and the effect she made as any Italian woman. It�s something in here.� He tapped his forehead.
�Oh, I�m conscious of the effect I make,� she said, in a sudden temper. �Homely is the word. And that�s the kind version.�
�No woman with a twenty-two-inch waist is ever homely,� he retorted.
�And my face? It�s nothing.�
�All right, it�s nothing,� he conceded. �That�s better than being bad.�
�Homely,� she repeated, raising her voice. �Look, it�s my face, I know more about it than you do.�
Why were they having this quarrel? It had sprung up from nowhere and made no sense. But from the deep well of tangled emotions inside her came a tension that had to release itself somehow. So she had turned on him.
Something in his eyes told her it was the same with him. His nerves were as taut as her own, and he too had exploded irrationally.
�I doubt if you know much about it,� he said now, �or about the person behind it.�
�I know her all right,� she said with bitter emphasis. �She was so used to being a little brown mouse that she fell for the first pack of lies she was told by a man. There�s nothing else to know.�
He didn�t reply at once, but considered her for a while before saying slowly, �I doubt that�s true. You�ve never explored the possibilities, so try to see your face as a blank canvas on which you will write whatever you want to.�
�Is that what your wife did?�
His mouth twisted, though whether with humour or with pain she couldn�t have said.
�Now you mention it, yes. She wasn�t a great beauty, but she could make every man believe that she was. When she walked into a room, heads turned.�
�And you didn�t mind?�
�No, I-I was proud of her.�
�But I�m not her. I could never be like that.�
�Nobody could ever be like her. Now, let us return to business.�
His tone had become practical again, like that of a man announcing to a meeting that it was time for the next item on the agenda.
�In this house you�ll need a decent wardrobe, so forget the kind of thing you�re used to and choose clothes that will help you fit in with�� He made a gesture indicating the luxurious surroundings. �Please hurry up, I have a lot of work to get on with.�
The last of the tension was diffused. She could concentrate on the screen and even enjoy the dizzying array of delightful garments that danced before her.
�Do the job properly,� was his only comment as he seated himself at the other desk.
He had prepared everything efficiently, accessing the English version of the site and calling up a conversion table showing both English and continental sizes.
Her puritanical self made one last effort, pointing out remorselessly that cheap materials had always sufficed in the past. But then she told it to shut up and let her concentrate. After that it was easy.
First, casuals, blouses, sweaters, trousers, all cut with deceptive simplicity, all costing a fortune. After the first shocked glance she didn�t concern herself with prices.
Underwear. Satin panties, slips, lacy bras, in white, black, ivory. Here she tried to be a little abstemious, cutting the order down to her barest needs.
She lingered over cocktail dresses, tempted to desperation over a garment in silky chiffon, cut tight and low both back and front. She could buy it in black or deep, dark crimson.
But she wasn�t going to buy it at all, she reminded herself sternly. She was just taking a look.
Coats. Yes. Think sensible! She could justify a light summer coat. This colour. No, that one. But perhaps this one was better.
�Get them both,� said a bored voice passing behind her. She looked up quickly, but he was already re-seating himself at the desk.
She got them both. She was only obeying orders.
�I�ve finished choosing,� Holly said at last. �What do I do now?�
�Leave the rest to me. Now, it�s late and you�ve had a long day. I suggest you go to bed.�
�First I should like to see Liza, and say goodnight.�
He checked his watch.
�She should be asleep by now, but she�s probably stayed up in the hope of seeing you. Very well. Turn left at the top of the stairs, and it�s the second door.�
�Are you coming with me?�
There was a touch of constraint in his manner as he said, �I�ve already said goodnight to her.�
�But if she�s waited up, I�m sure she�d love to see you again.�
She sensed him about to make an impatient reply. Then he gave a brief nod, as though settling something within himself, and rose to lead the way out of the room.



CHAPTER THREE

AS THEY emerged into the hall they heard the sound of argument coming from above. There was Berta�s voice, but above that was Liza�s, shrill and insistent.
�They�re coming, I know they are.�
�But your father has already said goodnight,� Berta protested. �He�s a busy man-�
�He�s not too busy for me, he�s not, he�s not.�
The last words shook Holly to the depths. They were a cry of desperation, as though the child was frantically trying to convince herself of something she needed to believe.
She glanced at the judge, who was standing as if frozen.
�Perhaps this isn�t a good idea,� he murmured.
�On the contrary, it�s a great idea,� she said quickly. �Your daughter has just proclaimed her faith in you, and when you go up those stairs she�ll know she was right, and that you�re not too busy for her.�
She waited for his face to brighten at this simple answer, but he didn�t move, and she realised that he was at a total loss. He was a judge, schooled in order, method, decisiveness. And he didn�t know what to do with his own unhappy child.
�It�s a fantastic chance for you to make her feel better,� she urged. �If only all life could be that easy. For pity�s sake, stop and think.�
In her eagerness she took his arm, realising too late that he would see this as impertinence. But he only glanced at her hand in the second before she snatched it away.
�You�re right,� he said.
She thought his voice sounded oddly defeated. But she must surely have imagined that.
�Poppa,� came Liza�s delighted shriek from above them.
He looked up, and his mouth stretched in an effortful smile as he began to climb the stairs with Holly.
�Not so noisy, piccina,� he said. �You should be asleep by now.�
�I have to say goodnight to Holly.�
�You�ll see plenty of her now that she is staying with us.�
Liza gave a shriek of delight and tried to do a little dance, but her bad leg got in the way, and Holly grasped her to stop her falling. Liza immediately hugged her.
�You�re staying for ever and ever,� she crowed.
�No darling, not for ever. Just for a little while.�
�But I want you to stay,� Liza said.
�Holly will be here for some time,� her father put in quietly. �Don�t worry about that.�
Holly flashed him a look, which he met with a quiet, implacable one of his own. There was nothing she could say in front of Liza.
�Now, come on, back to bed,� she told the child in a rallying tone, reaching for her.
�Poppa!� Liza reached for him over Holly�s shoulder.
He took her hand and they all moved into the bedroom together. Holly laid her in her bed and gave her a hug. Then her father leaned down and kissed her cheek.
�Be a good girl and go to sleep,� he said briefly, and left the room.
Liza was still holding on to Holly�s hand. �Don�t go,� she said.
Berta slipped quietly out of the room, leaving the two of them together. Now Liza snuggled down, contented. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was becoming more even. At last her fingers relaxed enough for Holly to draw her hand away, and tiptoe from the room.
It was dark outside and she almost missed the figure standing there, silent and still. She waited for him to speak, but he only looked at her from the shadows before turning away.
When Holly reached her room she found a buxom young woman turning down her bed.
�I am Nora, your maid,� she said, smiling. �I have set fresh water by your bed for tonight. Do you prefer tea or coffee in the morning?�
�Tea. Thank you.�
�Then I will wish you buona notte. Do you wish me to help you undress?�
�No, thank you.�
She was suddenly desperate to be alone with her thoughts, but she found that they were troublesome companions. What had happened tonight was impossible. It hadn�t happened because it could not have done.
Yet in this incredible house all boundaries seemed to fade. If she could only talk to an outsider she might recover her sense of proportion.
She had no close family, but an acquaintance would do, someone back in England who knew her in her real life, maybe even someone who would send help.
There was a telephone by the bed, and, with a sense of relief, she lifted the receiver.
It was dead.
Next morning Nora appeared, bearing a tray with a pot of tea, a jug of milk, a bowl of sugar and a saucer of lemon slices.
�I didn�t know how you like your tea,� she explained, �so I brought everything.�
�Thank you,� Holly murmured, trying to pull the sheet up so that Nora wouldn�t see that she had slept naked, having no nightgown.
�Shall I run your bath, or would you prefer a shower?�
�I�ll take a shower. It�s all right, I can look after myself.�
Nora left the room, having first given something that was perilously like a curtsey.
Holly drank the tea, which had been perfectly made, and went into the bathroom. A shower refreshed her, and when she returned, wrapped in a huge towel, Liza was there, in her wheelchair, with Berta.
�She wished to come here and make you welcome,� Berta said, smiling.
�I could have walked,� Liza insisted.
�Not so early in the day,� Berta said. �It takes time for you to be strong enough.�
Holly seized her clothes and vanished hastily back into the bathroom. When she emerged the three of them breakfasted together. It was a cheerful meal, but Berta seemed to be working herself up to saying something. At last she found the daring to say,
�Would you mind if I went away for a few hours? I need to do some shopping, and now Liza has you�?� She spread her hands in a pleading gesture.
So this was the reason Berta had accepted her intrusion so easily, Holly thought, amused. She saw the chance of a little extra freedom. She hastened to declare that she and Liza would be fine together, and Berta departed, humming.
�What are we going to do now?� Holly asked when breakfast was over.
�Come and meet Mamma,� Liza said eagerly.
Carol Fallucci�s memorial had been erected in a shady corner of the grounds. The first time Holly saw it she had a feeling of something not quite right. She could not have defined it, except to say that she would have expected more restraint from the judge. There was something romantically gothic about this fountain with the marble angel, wings extended, that didn�t quite fit with the coolness she had encountered from him.
He must have been deeply in love with his wife to have erected such a monument. She tried to picture him consumed by passionate feeling, but she couldn�t do it. Nor could she imagine this self-possessed man in the abandonment of grief.
And yet it must be so. Nothing but the most terrible love and yearning could explain such an extravagant monument. And perhaps it was all the more painful for being so fiercely controlled.
Now Holly understood Liza�s reference to �meeting Mamma�. As with many Italian gravestones, this one carried a picture of the dead person. It showed a woman of about thirty, with fine features that were as exquisitely made-up as her hair was elegantly arranged. She looked exactly the kind of wife that a judge ought to have: sophisticated, assured, beautiful.
A million miles from me, Holly thought wryly. Now, she could really have worn those cocktail dresses.
To Liza this place was the nearest thing to happiness. She could come here and sit on the step, or dip her hands in the cool water, and talk about the mother she missed desperately, and who had died just before Christmas.
��December 21st,�� Holly said, reading the inscription. �That�s the worst possible time. Not that any time would be good, but to happen then-�
She felt a small hand creep into hers and Liza nodded in silent agreement.
�Do you have a Mamma?� she asked after a while.
�Not now. She died almost a year ago.�
�Was that just before Christmas, too?�
�It was last October, but Christmas was my first one without her.�
The silent house, the sudden unwelcome freedom for one whose life had been all duty, the aching emptiness-
�Wasn�t there anyone else?�
�No, just the two of us. She�d been ill for a long time.�
Holly didn�t want to talk about the long, agonising years watching her mother die by slow degrees. Words rose to her lips, all calculated to divert the conversation down another path and kill it with platitudes.
Then she saw Liza�s eyes on her. They were innocent and had a quality of kindness that seemed strange in a child. But this one knew more than any child should, and she deserved honesty.
�The doctors couldn�t cure her,� she said. �So I looked after her.�
�Until she died?�
�Yes, as long as she needed me.�
�But you knew she was going to die,� Liza said with an understanding that was too mature for her years. �She didn�t just vanish-suddenly, when you thought everything was all right.�
�Was that what happened to you?�
Liza nodded.
�We were going on holiday,� she said in a slightly husky voice. �I remember Mamma packing lots of cases because she said we were going away for longer this time. It was going to be a special Christmas holiday, but we�d never been away at Christmas before.
�It was funny because everything was different. Poppa didn�t come to see us off, and he didn�t say when he�d join us. I asked Mamma when he�d come but she didn�t know.
�And then we were on the train, and Mamma was sort of-jumpy. When I said things, she didn�t seem to hear me. A man came and talked to us. I�d never met him before, and I didn�t like him much.
�Suddenly there was a loud noise and the train turned over and over. Mamma put her arms about me, and I remember a terrible pain. I clung on to her because I knew she�d keep me safe, and I kept calling Poppa because if he was there he�d look after us both. I cried for him again and again but he didn�t come.
�Then I went to sleep and when I woke up I was in hospital, and Mamma was dead. I cried and cried, but I never saw her again.�
�You poor little thing,� Holly murmured.
�If I�d known-I could have said lots of things to her first. I could have told her that I loved her.�
�But she would have known that without words.�
�Maybe. But we had a squabble. I didn�t want to go without Poppa and I cried and said I wouldn�t go. I was nasty to her on the train. Now I can�t ever tell her that I�m sorry.�
�Oh, piccina,� Holly said, struck to the heart by the burden the child was carrying. �None of that matters. People fight but it doesn�t mean they don�t love each other. She knew that.�
�But I want to tell her.�
�And you can. You can still talk to her in your heart. She knew how much you loved her, and that was more important than any argument. You didn�t need to say it, because your love for her was part of her love for you. And when it�s like that, it�s always there.�
�Really?�
�Really.�
Liza nodded. She seemed satisfied, as though anything her new friend said could always be trusted. Holly knew a slight qualm. This appealing child was laying too many expectations on her, and it might lead to her getting even more hurt.
�What was your mamma like?� Liza wanted to know.
�She was brave. In spite of what was happening to her, she always found something to laugh about. That�s what I remember most-how she laughed.�
Something caught in her throat as the memories of that laughter came back to her, frail, growing shakier but more defiant, until at last it was gone forever. She turned her head to hide the sudden rush of tears, but Liza was too quick for her. In a moment her arms were about Holly�s neck, the comforter, not the comforted.
Holly tried to speak but the ache in her throat was too much. At last she gave up and hugged the little girl back, accepting the consolation she offered.
�Perhaps we should go back to the house now,� Holly said at last. �Aren�t you supposed to have a nap?�
�Berta says so,� Liza grumbled, making a face. �She wants me to use my wheelchair all the time, but I don�t need it.�
�I think you need it sometimes. And if you don�t rest enough you�ll delay your recovery. And then I�ll be in trouble,� she added lightly.
Liza scowled but got back into the wheelchair. As they headed home they saw Anna approaching them.
�There�s a parcel for you,� she called.
�Already?� Holly said. �I thought it would be several days.�
�What is it?� Liza asked eagerly.
�My new clothes. Your father made me order some last night because all mine were left on the train.�
�Let�s go and see them.�
Back in the house she almost dragged Holly into the tiny lift that had been installed for her, and then into her room, where Anna had laid out the parcel. The child plunged into the delightful business of unpacking, sighing over the lovely clothes.
�This is the best store in all Rome,� she enthused. �Mamma shopped there all the time. Poppa complained she was always going over the limit of his account, but he didn�t really mind because he said she looked so lovely.�
�Well, these clothes aren�t to make me look nice,� Holly said firmly, lifting out sweaters, followed by a coat. �They�re practical.�
But then she discovered something that made her frown. Conscious that she was spending the judge�s money, she had placed only a modest order of underwear. But there were three times as many panties, bras and slips as she had specified.
Perhaps she had made a mistake, and asked for more than she�d intended. But inwardly she knew this was Signor Fallucci�s doing. Before finalising matters, he had reviewed her order and increased it.
But only the underwear. Nothing else had been changed.
She wanted to laugh wildly. He, a judge, had saved her from the police, and within a few hours he was dictating to her in the matter of underwear. There was a surreal quality to it that made her dizzy.
He�d been right. She hadn�t ordered enough and he�d known it, but there was an intimacy about such knowledge that gave her an uncomfortable suspicion that she was blushing.
Then she noticed something on the accompanying paperwork that she�d missed before:
�First part of order. Second part to follow soon.�
First part? But everything she�d ordered was here.
The sooner she spoke to him the better.
He didn�t appear at supper that evening, and Anna explained that the judge had called to say he was detained by urgent business.
Berta had returned, glowing from her day out, and the three of them had supper together.
�Did you do all the shopping you wanted?� Holly asked.
�Yes, I bought lots of lovely new clothes.� Berta sighed happily.
�Will Alfio like them?� Liza asked cheekily.
�I don�t know what you mean,� Berta said, trying to sound airy.
�Alfio�s her sweetheart,� Liza confided to Holly. �He works in the hospital and-�
�And that�s enough out of you,� Berta said, going pink. �Besides, he�s not my sweetheart. He�s-� her happiness came bursting out �-he�s my fianc�.�
The rest of the meal was taken up with a detailed description of the proposal she had received a few hours earlier, a conversation which they all enjoyed.
That night Holly donned one of her new nightgowns. It was flimsy and delicate, with a feel of such luxury that it seemed almost criminal to wear it in solitude. She thought of the plain cotton pyjamas that had always suited her before, and wondered if she would ever be satisfied with them again.
Sleeping in such luxury was a new, sensual experience. So was waking up in it. There was another sensual experience when she put on the new underwear, feeling it move softly against her skin. It was designed for sexual enticement, to persuade a man to remove it, and Holly could feel it mysteriously transforming her. Only a certain kind of woman could wear this underwear. She was wearing it. Therefore she was that woman. The logic of it was perfect.
�I�m going crazy,� she murmured, trying to clear her head. �This place is getting to me. Or perhaps it�s the heat.�
Already at this early hour, she could sense the promise of the searing-hot day to come. It hadn�t been like that before she got into the train. In the little town that she�d fled the weather had been warm but benign. It was only now that the heatwave had descended, so that even the early hours glowed with the anticipation of the furnace to come.
The judge made only a brief appearance at breakfast, but when he left the table she followed him to his study. He was putting papers into his briefcase.
�I�m in a hurry,� he said, without looking up. �Is it urgent?�
�It is to me,� she said firmly, advancing into the room. �I received my clothes from the store but��
It had been so easy when she�d rehearsed the speech, but face to face with this cool, ruthless man, her nerve gave way. How could she ever have imagined she could discuss her underwear with him?
�It contains more than I ordered,� she managed to say.
He shrugged. �You didn�t order enough. I appreciate your attempt at economy but it was needless.�
�But I can�t allow you to-�
�Signorina, the question of you allowing me to do anything does not arise, since you�re in no position to stop me.�
�That�s right, rub my nose in it.�
�Scusi? Rub your nose?�
�It�s an English expression. It means that you�re making me feel helpless. I don�t like it.�
�Most women don�t object when a man buys them clothes,� he said, sounding a little bored.
�That depends on the clothes. I do object to you buying me underwear. We don�t have the kind of relationship that��
Seething, she fell silent. He was regarding her with eyebrows raised satirically.
�There�s more than one kind of relationship,� he said. �If you�re afraid that I shall try to �take advantage� I believe is the term, you need not be.�
He said the last few words with a slow, savage emphasis that chilled her. He was reminding her of his recent bereavement, saying that if she thought she could interest him she flattered herself. Embarrassment held her silent.
�If there�s nothing more�� he said.
�I also think you should return my passport. Being without it makes me feel like a prisoner.�
�That is nonsense,� he said calmly. �If you want to leave you have only to contact the British Consul and ask for their help. You�ll be provided with an identity card that will get you back to England. Here�s the address.�
He scribbled on a sheet of paper and handed it to her.
�If you wish I can call them now and use all my influence to ensure that things are made smooth for you.�
It was all true, Holly realised. She could do exactly what he had described. But all this reasonableness didn�t dispel her suspicions. The reference to his influence sounded helpful but was actually a subtle reminder that he was in control here, even when it didn�t look like it.
The time had come to stand up for herself.
�Well, maybe I�ll go to the consulate today,� she said firmly.
�I�ll order the car for you.�
�No, thank you, I�ll make my own way there.�
�Then I�ll call a taxi.� With a touch of exasperation he added, �Or would you prefer to walk several miles?�
�If necessary,� she retorted, in a fury.
He groaned. �Enough of this. Must we have these trials of strength?�
�Maybe your strength alarms me.�
�Have the honesty to admit that I�ve exercised it in your defence.�
�Because I�m useful to you.�
�Certainly you are, just as I am useful to you. The best bargains are those where both sides gain.�
Everything he said made perfect sense, and she would have liked to thump him for it.
�But I wouldn�t dream of detaining you against your will,� he added. �Go if you want to.�
She was saved from having to answer by the door opening and a small head peering round.
�Can I come in, Poppa?�
�Of course.� He rose and went to the door, giving his arm to help Liza walk.
�I was looking for Holly.�
�Well, here she is.�
Liza pulled herself free from her father to limp forward at a run.
�You vanished,� she said in a tense voice. �I thought you�d gone away for ever and ever.�
And that was her nightmare, Holly realised, conscience-stricken.
�No, darling,� she said, dropping to her knees so that she could meet Liza�s eyes on a level. �I just came to talk to your father. I�m sorry, I should have told you first, so that you didn�t worry. I haven�t gone away.�
She pulled Liza towards her in a bear hug, and found herself almost suffocated in the returning embrace.
�And you won�t, will you?� Liza begged.
The decision was already made. Liza was the one who had first championed her, and now she owed the little girl a debt. Going to the consulate would have to wait.
She looked up at the judge, expecting to see an expression of cool triumph, or even indifference at a victory he would have taken for granted.
But there was something else there. Instead of assurance, there was apprehension. Instead of authority, she saw pleading.
That must be a mistake. Not pleading. Not this man who had her in his power.
But it was in his eyes and the taut lines of his whole body. Her decision mattered to him desperately, and he was full of terrible tension waiting for it.
�No, I won�t go away,� she said. �I�ll stay as long as you want me.�
�For ever and ever?� Liza asked.
�For ever and ever.�
�I think it�s time I was leaving for work,� he said in a voice that sounded strained.
�Come on,� Holly said, laying a hand on Liza�s shoulder and shepherding her out of the room.
There were still battles to be fought, but this wasn�t the time or place.



CHAPTER FOUR

DESPITE her troubles, Holly found it easy to settle into the life of the villa, which seemed to open its arms to welcome her. Everything was done for her comfort. The maid cleaned her room and made her bed, leaving her free to spend her time with Liza.
Nothing mattered but the little girl who had clung to her so desperately on the train, weeping as though her heart would break. As she had guessed, Liza�s spirits were volatile. She could be happy one minute and tearful the next. Even worse were the fits of screaming that would overtake her without warning.
�I nursed her in hospital,� Berta explained. �When she was ready to leave she still needed care at home, and they thought I�d be best because she was used to me. She�s a sweet child, but I can�t cope with her outbursts. They�re alarming because they seem to come out of nowhere.�
�But really they come out of her tragedy,� Holly suggested. �To lose her mother like that-the train crash, her injury�She must still be suffering a lot.�
�To be sure. I understand it well enough,� Berta agreed. �I just don�t seem to be any help to her. I put my arms round her and try to console her, but it doesn�t make any difference. I�m not the one she wants.�
�It�s her mother that she wants, poor little soul,� Holly sighed.
�Yes, but, failing that, someone like her. Someone English, like her mamma. You.�
This seemed to be the answer. Only that morning Liza had become violently upset about some trivial matter that had arisen over breakfast. But then the mood had passed so quickly that Holly had barely understood what had brought it on. She�d asked no more questions, unwilling to prolong what was best forgotten.
Holly studied the child constantly to discern more about her needs, but almost equally useful were the talks she had with Berta and Anna during the afternoons, when Liza took her nap.
Since the judge often left early and came home late it was almost as though he wasn�t there at all, so they talked freely.
�When he is here he shuts himself away,� Anna observed one day in the kitchen as she poured coffee for the three of them. �He didn�t used to be like that, before his wife died. But now it�s like living with a ghost.�
�What was she like?� Holly asked.
�Beautiful,� Anna said enviously. �Like a model. It was easy to see why he was mad about her.�
�Mad about her?� Holly queried. Such a picture didn�t sort with the harsh, unyielding man she knew.
�Mad, insane, crazy,� Anna said firmly. �I know it�s hard to believe if you�ve only seen him now, but in those days he was all smiles, all happiness. I came to work here soon after they married and I tell you, you never saw a man so much in love. He would have died for her. Instead�� she sighed.
�I was on duty in the hospital the day of the accident,� Berta recalled. �I saw him walk in, and he showed nothing. No emotion, nothing at all. His face was blank.�
�Did he know his wife was already dead?� Holly asked.
�Yes. The first thing he said to the doctor was, �Even if she�s dead, I want to see her�, and the doctor didn�t like that because she looked very bad, all smashed up. He tried to make him wait a while, and I saw his face become even colder and harder as he said, �I want to see her, do you understand?��
�He can be scary when he�s enraged,� Anna mused. �Did the doctor give way?�
�Not at once. He said that the little girl was still alive and perhaps he�d like to see his daughter first. And Signor Fallucci said, �I demand to see my wife, and if you don�t get out of my way you�ll be sorry.�
�So the doctor showed him into the room. The judge ordered everyone out so that he�d be alone with her, but when we were outside the doctor told me to stay close, and fetch him when Signor Fallucci came out, or if �anything happened� as he put it.�
�So you went and listened at the door,� Anna said wryly.
�Well-yes, all right, I did.�
�And what did you hear?�
�Nothing. There wasn�t a sound from inside that room. I�ve seen people visiting the dead. They cry, or call out the person�s name, but all I heard was silence. When he came out-his face-I�ll never forget it. You�d have thought he was the dead one.�
�Did he go to see Liza then?� Holly asked curiously.
�Yes, I took him in. She looked terrible, attached to all those machines. I was going to tell him not to touch her, but I didn�t have to. He never moved, just stood staring at her as though he didn�t know who she was. Then he turned and walked out.�
�I don�t understand that,� Anna said. �He�s always adored her, almost as much as his wife. I heard someone make a joke with him once, about how he�d feel differently when he had a son. And he said, �Who needs a son? No child could mean more to me than my Liza.� I�ll never forget the way he said that, or his face as he looked at her.�
�Well, he wasn�t like that in the hospital,� Berta said. �Mind you, men can�t cope with that sort of thing as we do. Even the strongest of them get scared and freeze up.�
It might be true, yet somehow Holly wasn�t satisfied with this facile explanation. There was a mystery here, the same mystery as the one that made Signor Matteo Fallucci, a judge with a career and a reputation at stake, harbour a suspicious character for the sake of a child he seldom saw.
On the one hand, there was the love so vast that it would take any risk. On the other hand, there was the frozen withdrawal. If she could understand that, then perhaps she would begin to understand him.
But she did not think he was a man who could be easily understood. She was even more sure of it a moment later when Anna said,
�He never speaks of her. The only one who�s allowed to mention her name is Liza, and even then he steers her off the subject as soon as he can.�
�But that�s terrible,� Holly said, disturbed. �He�s the person who knew his wife best, and Liza needs to discuss her mother with him.�
�I know,� Anna said sympathetically. �But he can�t make himself do it. And he doesn�t even have the signora�s picture on his desk. He doesn�t act like a grieving widower at all, and yet he must be, because he built that fancy monument, and he keeps going to it, as though he couldn�t keep away.�
�Night after night,� Berta confirmed.
�One night I was out there,� Anna remembered, �and I saw him close enough to tell that he was talking to her. It was really scary.�
�You�d better not let him know you spy on him,� Berta said darkly. �That would be the end of you.�
�I know. I dashed off before he spotted me.�
Berta was so delighted with Holly�s coming that she asked no awkward questions, almost as though she had a superstitious fear that to query her good luck would make it vanish.
She gladly showed Holly the mechanical part of caring for Liza. A physiotherapist attended twice a week, and from her Holly learned some simple exercises to be repeated every day. She mastered them without trouble, and Liza was more relaxed with her.
To show her preference she insisted on talking English with Holly, even when Berta was there.
�That�s not very polite to Berta,� Holly protested. �Her English isn�t too good.�
�Non e importante,� Berta said with a grin. �Tonight I see my Alfio, and we don�t talk English.�
Holly went regularly to the library to study the newspapers that were put there every day, to see if there was any mention of herself. But there was nothing.
Like every other room in the house this one was luxurious, furnished with ornate oak bookshelves that came from another age. The volumes were mostly history, philosophy and science. Some of them were very old, suggesting a family that had collected books for centuries.
She had the answer in a portrait of two ladies, dressed in the style of a hundred years ago, both of whose faces so strongly resembled the judge�s that it was clear he was their descendant. A small plaque at the bottom announced that this was the Contessa d� Arelio, and her daughter, Isabella.
�That�s his grandmother,� Anna said, coming in with a duster. �The younger lady, I mean. She married Alfonso Fallucci. They say there was a terrible row because her family wanted her to marry a title.�
�Alfonso wasn�t good enough for them?� Holly asked.
�They thought he was a nobody, but she insisted on marrying him. She was right, too, because he made a fortune in shipping.�
So that explained how he came to be living in this extravagant place, far beyond what most judges could afford. Much of it was shut off, the rooms surplus to such a small family, but what she could see was still sumptuous, both inside and out.
A small army of gardeners worked in the grounds. There was one whose first duty was to care for the memorial to Carol Fallucci, keeping the fountain clean and flowing freely, and the flower beds perfect. Taking a stroll that afternoon, Holly saw him busily weeding, and exchanged a smile and a wave.
Walking on further, she came to a sight that checked her. Here was a small swimming pool, surrounded by trees and invisible from the house. It would have been perfect for a summer afternoon, except that it was empty and neglected.
Empty and neglected. The words repeated themselves inside her head. In some mysterious way they seemed to apply to this place, despite the extensive staff keeping it in order. It was an emptiness of the soul, and nobody was more afflicted by it than the master of the house.
She wondered how she was so sure of this, since she barely knew him, but she had no doubt.
Liza�s most treasured possession was a book of photographs, containing everything, starting with the wedding of Matteo and Carol Fallucci. There were pictures of them with their newborn baby, their year-old baby, and so on.
It was his face that caught her attention. Carol would sometimes look at him, sometimes at her child, but most often she looked directly at the camera. The judge did this only once. His eyes were for the two women in his life, always with a look of blatant worship. In one he rested his cheek against Carol�s hair, as though here lay all joy and contentment.
Some of the pictures showed the family gathered around a swimming pool, all in bathing costumes. Carol was at her most glamorous, in a black bikini designed to show off her glorious figure, her fair hair tumbling over her shoulders. Sitting beside her was Liza, sturdy and cheerfully belligerent, her face so much like her mother�s that the effect was startling.
And there he was, Matteo, as Holly could never have imagined him, lean and lithe in swimming trunks. A stranger, seeing the breadth of his shoulders, his flat stomach and muscular arms and legs, would have put him down as an actor or a model. But not a judge, she thought wryly. Anything but a judge.
Neither did his face belong in a courtroom. This was a healthy, handsome man, with powerful enjoyment of life and a desire to savour every moment.
The picture that really transfixed her showed Liza and her father, gazing into each other�s eyes, both of them blissfully, adoringly happy, oblivious to the rest of the world.
That was what it must be like to have a father, she thought.
From Liza�s appearance the picture must have been taken the previous summer, yet Matteo looked years younger. His smile was that of a completely different man; one still young, blazing with hope and happiness. He had almost nothing in common with the man he was now.
Holly felt she began to understand him. His beloved wife had died, leaving him sunk in despair. He would find it hard to confide in anyone, and the exaggerated monument in the garden was his only way of showing his feelings.
Even Liza was somehow lost to him, as though his heart had frozen too much to let him respond to her needs. They might have consoled each other, but he was reduced to commandeering help from a stranger. He wasn�t an easy man to like, but she found that her heart mysteriously ached for him.
Then she looked again and realised why the pool seemed familiar. It was the one she�d seen in the grounds. So glitteringly joyous then, so desolate now. It seemed to sum up the change that had come over this house when the woman who was its heart had died, leaving her husband and child bereft, yet unable to communicate.
As she returned to the house Berta waylaid her.
�The judge is home,� she said. �He�s with Liza and he said not to disturb him.� She looked around before asking in a conspiratorial voice, �That online catalogue you were looking at-did it have any wedding dresses at reasonable prices?�
�It didn�t have anything at reasonable prices,� Holly said. �I�ve never been so scared in my life. So, you�ve reached the stage of choosing a wedding dress?�
Berta needed no encouragement to talk about her fianc�. Holly smiled but this was a hard conversation for her. Only recently she too had been planning a wedding to a man who made her pulses race, a man she thought she would adore all her life-until he betrayed her in the most brutal, selfish manner.
He had never loved her, she knew that now. Instead he had laid a cynical trap for her, and she had fallen into it without the slightest caution.
Where was he now? What was he doing? Would she ever see him again?
Matteo was there at supper. Several times she caught him watching her curiously, and she began to feel that something had gone badly wrong. Her fears seemed to be confirmed when he rose from the table and spoke to her quietly.
�When Liza is asleep, please come to my study, no matter how late it is.�
It was a couple of hours before she was ready to leave the child, but when Liza was breathing regularly she crept out of the room and downstairs to the study.
When there was no answer to her knock she pushed open the door gently. She couldn�t see him, but she decided to go in anyway.
The lights were low and she had to look around to be sure he wasn�t there. When there was no sign of him she looked around as much as she could, and that was how she noticed the newspaper on the desk.
It was lying open under the only bright light, the desk lamp. At first she saw it upside down and the only word that registered was Vanelli.
A name she knew, to her everlasting bitterness.
Moving as in a dream, she lifted the newspaper and fought to read through the words that danced before her eyes. Only the gist of it reached her.
Valuable miniature-worth millions-replaced by a cheap copy-duo of thieves, Sarah Conroy and BrunoVanelli-Vanelli arrested but escaped-no trace of the woman�
She sat down suddenly, feeling the breath knocked out of her body.
It had been bound to happen. She�d been living in a fool�s paradise, but it couldn�t last. The brutal truth had caught up with her. At best she would be thrown out. At worst she would be arrested. She must run. But where? There was nowhere to run to.
There was a photograph of Bruno in the paper. Not knowing why, she ran her fingers over the handsome, wilful face. It was just as she had first seen it, the charming quirk at the corner of the mouth, the roguish glint in the eye. How she had loved it when that glint had been turned on her. How her heart had thundered!
She touched the picture again, feeling the dead paper beneath her fingers, trying to conjure him up as he had first appeared to her. But that dream was dead. Tears stung her eyes and began to slide down her cheeks.
�Is it a good likeness?�
The judge was standing there, watching her, as he must have been for the last few minutes. Hastily she brushed the tears away.
�Yes, it�s a good likeness,� she whispered. �You didn�t leave this here by accident, did you?�
�Of course not. I had to know.�
�Now that you know, what are you going to do?�
�I�m not sure. There�s a lot I need to understand first.�
�You mean, like-am I a crook? If I deny it, will you believe me?�
�I might.�
�And if you don�t-what then? What of Liza?� she asked.
In the poor light she saw him flinch.
�I�ve been talking to her,� he said. �She has much to say about you, especially about your mother.�
�My mother? What does she have to do with this?�
�She could have a lot to do with it. I understand that she was ill, and you had to look after her.�
�Yes. She had a wasting disease. I knew she�d never get better. For the last ten years of her life she needed constant attention, so I stayed at home to care for her.�
�There was nobody else? Your father?�
�I never knew him. My parents weren�t married, and when she became pregnant he just vanished. I never knew anyone from his side of the family. I didn�t know much of my mother�s family either. I think they were ashamed of her, and they never helped.
�So for years it was just the two of us, and we were happy. When I showed a talent for drawing she arranged for me to have special lessons, although they were expensive. She took on two and sometimes three jobs to make the extra money. She dreamed of sending me to art college even more than I dreamed of it, but before I could go she was already showing signs of illness. So I did a teacher training course instead.
�When I finished that, I got a job in a local school, but I was only there two terms before I had to leave to be with her.�
�That must have been hard on you, having your life swallowed up.�
�I never saw it like that. I loved her. I wanted to be there for her as she�d been there for me. But why am I telling you all this? What does this have to do with-?�
�Just answer my questions,� he said curtly. �I�m beginning to get the picture. It must have been a very restricted existence. Did you go out, have boyfriends?�
�Not really. Boyfriends didn�t want to know about Mom.�
�How did you come to be visiting Portsmouth?�
�I had a friend who lived there. I met her when I was on my course. She used to invite me every year and Mom was determined I should have a holiday, so she insisted on going into respite care to let me have a break.�
�And how long did that last?�
�Until last year, when she died.�
Her voice shook on the last words and she fell silent. He was silent too, not offering sympathy, which could hardly be genuine, and which she would have found it hard to cope with, but letting her take her time.
�And then?� he asked at last in a voice that was quiet, and almost gentle.
�I took a refresher course so that I could start teaching and that�s when I met-�
�Bruno Vanelli.�
�Yes.�
�And you fell for him because you�d never learned to be worldly-wise. I didn�t understand that until I spoke to Liza, and discovered that your life had given you little experience of the world, and of men. But why didn�t you tell me yourself?�
�Didn�t we agree that the less I told you the better?�
�True.�
She gave a brief, mirthless laugh. �Anyway, there isn�t much to tell. He sought me out. He was good-looking and I was flattered. And it seemed so romantic that he was Italian. That�s how stupid I was.�
�Ah, yes, we have that image,� he murmured ironically.
�If I�d been a bit sharper I�d have known that the truth is different-nothing to do with amore.�
�And what do you think the truth is?�
�It�s a stiletto,� she said bitterly, �a slim dagger, small enough to be concealed until the last moment. And then it slides in so smoothly, so easily, so cruelly. And the victim never sees it coming until it�s too late.�
Matteo gave a crack of laughter that, had she been in the mood to notice, matched her own in bitterness.
�That may sometimes be true, signorina, but not always. It can be the poor, crazy Italian who is deluded, and the English enemy who deceives and tortures. The blow is so unexpected that it seems to come out of the sunshine, but afterwards there is only darkness. Where we use a stiletto, you use a bludgeon, but the destruction is just as final.�
Holly stared at him as it dawned on her that this was no idle speculation. He was speaking out of a savage misery as deep as her own.
�Do you have an English enemy?� she asked.
She saw him stop, tense and control himself before saying, �Go on telling me about Bruno Vanelli.�
�I�m sorry, I didn�t mean-�
�I said go on.� His voice was harsh.
Something had happened. She wasn�t sure what, but the air was jagged with anguish.
�Go on,� he said again, more calmly. �I need to hear the rest.�
She turned away, trying to escape the force of his presence. Now the hardest part of the story confronted her, and she could feel her courage ebbing away. It had been painful enough to live it. To relive it was more than she could bear.
�Tell me everything,� he commanded.
�No,� she choked, �not everything.�
�Every last detail that you remember,� he said remorselessly.
When she did not speak he came up behind her and seized her arms, trying to turn her towards him, but she resisted.
�I can�t help you through the pain,� he said. �I can only tell you to endure and not yield to it. It�s the only way to survive.�
Something in his voice made her relax, even against her will. He pulled her around to face him and she stood there, too distraught to move. He was watching her carefully, his dark eyes seeming to hold her even more firmly than his hands.
�Yes,� she murmured. �The only way.�
�So now tell me,� he repeated. �Everything.�



CHAPTER FIVE

AT LAST Holly nodded and he led her to a chair, urging her down gently, then retreating to stand by the wall a short distance away. After a moment she began to speak.
It was hard to talk about her happiness, now that it was gone for good. She tried to function as a machine, but she was remembering the sweetest time of her life.
�He took me out to dinner, we were together all the time. He seemed to want nothing except to be with me.�
She fell silent as memories assailed her.
When I�m with you, love of my life, I seem to come alive. You�re there in my dreams. I think of nobody else.
�He said such things,� she whispered. �They sounded wonderful-�
�And yet words mean so little,� came his voice from just behind her. �We all know that in our hearts but we won�t let ourselves believe it, because when we do-there is nothing.�
�Well, maybe �nothing� isn�t so terrible,� she said, almost angrily. �Maybe it�s best.�
�That depends on what you had before, or what you think you had before.�
�Yes, I suppose it does,� she said heavily. �I know now that he chose me because I�m good at copying other people�s work. He showed me a photograph of a miniature that he said belonged to his family and asked me to imitate it. He said the original was kept in a bank, because it was so valuable.
�Then he invited me to come to Italy with him, to meet his family in a little town near Rome, called Roccasecca. I�d never heard of it before but when I got there I loved it. It was just like every romantic picture I�d ever seen of a small Italian town. I should have realised it was too perfect to be true.
�When we got there, the family seemed to disappear. There was always some reason why the meeting had to be postponed, although he took the picture to them and told me they loved it.
�I suppose I began to be suspicious then, but I tried to ignore it. It had been a lovely dream and I couldn�t face the fact that it was over-no, it wasn�t over. It had never started. It had been false from the beginning. He�d played me for a sucker, and boy, was I ever a sucker!�
She gave a hard laugh, looking into the distance, remembering.
�I was the love of his life, his angel,� her lips twisted in irony aimed at herself, �his beloved. Imagine that! Oh, I believed it. I ached to believe it. All the tired old clich�s, amore, mia bella per l�eternit�. And all the time his brain was calculating like a cash register.�
Holly stopped again, but held out a hand to ward him off, lest he dared insult her with sympathy. But he didn�t, only watched her with wary eyes.
�I must have seen it then,� she said at last, �but I blinded myself to the truth a little longer. After all, there was nothing specific, just vague suspicions. Then he told me to go home, and he�d join me later.
�My flight left from Rome, so I had to get the train from Roccasecca. Bruno dropped me off at the railway station but he didn�t stay, even though there was a two-hour wait for the train. I guess he was anxious to get away from me. While I waited I remembered something I thought I�d left behind in my room. I checked my luggage, and that was when I found it.�
�The original of the miniature?�
�How did you know?�
�It was fairly obvious where this story was leading. As you say, he came looking for a talented artist with a gift for copying. He chose England because he isn�t known there, plus you would be useful in getting the real picture out of Italy.�
�It sounds so obvious,� she said with a sigh.
�Obvious to me, perhaps, but there�s no need for you to be so hard on yourself. What did you do next?�
�I didn�t know what to do, so of course I did the wrong thing. I called him and told him what I�d found. He tried to sweet-talk me, and the more he talked, the more scared I became. I hung up. Then I ran out of the station, got rid of the picture, and went back.�
�That wasn�t wise. You should have gone in the other direction.�
�I know, but I�d left my luggage at the station. And when I got there the train was due out in ten minutes. It seemed best to get on it. I didn�t think anyone�s suspicions could have been aroused by then,� she explained.
�Bruno Vanelli is known in that area. He has a criminal record, and when that miniature vanished he was the first one they thought of. He was never more than one step ahead but he could have been safe if you�d got the picture out of the country. Hence his rush.�
�But if you know all this, why am I telling you?�
�Because there�s a missing piece of the puzzle that only you know. Exactly where did you leave the picture?�
Holly rose hastily and began to pace the floor, torn two ways, but he stopped her, fixing her with a gaze from his dark, brilliant eyes.
It came over her, with frightening intensity, how much trust she was being asked to put in this man. He was an officer of the law. If she told him what he wanted to know, what would happen next? Were the police waiting for her with handcuffs?
She looked up, terrified, and after a moment he nodded.
�You have to trust me,� he said. �I know that your experience has left you mistrustful, but if you don�t trust me, what will you do?�
�I don�t know,� she whispered.
Something in her rebelled at this situation. Inch by inch she was being drawn under his control and she would fight that to her last breath.
�I don�t know,� she cried.
Matteo took hold of her. His hands were hard and warm, reassuring even as they commanded.
�Trust me,� he said softly. �You must trust me. You do, don�t you?�
�I-�
�Tell me that you trust me. Say it.�
�Yes,� she whispered. She hardly knew she was saying the words. Something stronger than herself had taken her over, and it was no use fighting. She felt hypnotised.
�Tell me where you left that package.�
�There was a little church near the station,� she said, trying to speak through her confused thoughts. �It�s very tiny with a-�
�I know it well. I have friends in Roccasecca. Liza and I were visiting them, which is how we came to be on the same train. Go on.�
�The church was empty when I went in, so I put the picture behind the altar. There�s a curtain covering a wall with a hole at the bottom. I slipped it in there.�
�Are you telling me the truth?�
�Yes-yes-�
�Have you left anything out? Think hard.�
�No, I put it there, I swear I did.�
At last he released her. �If you�re lying-heaven help us both.�
�I�m not lying. But someone might have found it by now.�
�Let�s hope not. You�ve been luckier than you know. Roccasecca was the birthplace of a mediaeval saint. The picture is reputed to be him, and it belongs to the very church where you left it. If we can find it, we can argue that no theft was committed, since it was returned to its rightful owners.�
�But what can you do?�
�I won�t let anything happen to you. I need you too much. You are useful to me as nobody else can be. Because of that you can trust me to defend and protect you as nobody else would do.� He gave a wry smile. �Selfish motives are always dependable. Remember that, and feel safe.�
She nodded. It was true.
�So, if the picture�s still there, I�m going to arrange for it to be discovered, without involving you.�
�But how?�
He shrugged. �An anonymous message, maybe. Now, I suggest that you go to bed and forget about everything that�s been said tonight.�
�But suppose-�
�Suppose nothing,� he said firmly. �Forget tonight. Don�t allow yourself to brood. That is where madness lies. None of us know what the future holds.�
Next morning Matteo left the house saying he would be away for a couple of nights. He did not speak to Holly before he left, not even a goodbye, and she had no logical reason for believing that his departure was anything to do with her.
She knew at once that Liza was upset by his absence, and gave herself even more completely than usual to the task of keeping her thoughts occupied. Liza asked again and again where her father had gone. Holly and Berta both reassured her that his journey was necessary �for work�, and she would calm down for a while, only to ask a few moments later, �He is coming back, isn�t he? You promise?�
When she finally fell asleep that night Holly went to her own bed, exhausted and worried. She only slept a short while before being shaken awake by Berta.
�You must come at once. She awoke with a nightmare and I can�t comfort her.�
In Liza�s room Holly wasted no time with words, but simply got into bed with the child and hugged her until she fell asleep. As she lay holding her in the darkness she was coming to a decision.
Next morning she said to Berta, �Your room�s right next to Liza�s, isn�t it?�
�So that I am always close if she needs me.�
�Will you change rooms with me?�
�But, signora, you are in the best guest room at the judge�s orders. He will be angry with me.�
�Leave him to me,� Holly said simply.
By the time Matteo arrived home next evening the transfer was complete. As she had promised, Holly took care of the matter.
�Liza�s happier now I�m on hand all the time,� she said. �In fact I�ve had the bed moved into her room, so I�ll just use mine as a dressing room. I hope that�s all right with you.�
He nodded. �I bow to your wisdom. Do what you think right. But I wanted you to have somewhere better.�
�It�s the best of all, from Liza�s point of view. Does anything else matter but that?�
�Of course not. I leave such decisions to you.�
�Berta will be glad to hear that,� she told him cheerfully. �She was nervous about taking my old room, but I assured her that you wouldn�t object.�
�Oh, you did, did you?� he said ironically.
�She won�t be there long. Alfio is pressing her to name the day.�
�Then all problems will be solved,� he said lightly.
�Not quite all. Did you-have a successful trip?�
�Entirely successful, thank you. You might say that I went on a hunting expedition.�
�And your quarry?�
�That was found where I�d hoped and is now safely back with its rightful owner.�
The relief was overwhelming, but she forced herself to be realistic.
�What will happen now-to-?�
�Your friend? For the moment nothing. He was granted bail in the hope that he would lead the police to the stolen goods, but he vanished. With luck he might never be heard of again.�
She nodded. �If he hears that it�s been recovered-�
�He won�t. I pulled some strings with friends in the locality, and managed to get it kept quiet.�
�But what about Sarah Conway?� she asked cautiously.
�Sarah who? She doesn�t exist, according to the police. Vanelli invented her to get the heat off himself. They�re not wasting valuable resources looking for a chimera.�
She closed her eyes, faint with relief.
�Thank you,� she murmured. �Thank you, thank you.�
Holly took a long, deep breath, suddenly aware of a weakness that threatened to consume her. He was telling her that the worst was over, and so it was. The realisation that the fear and dread had ended so abruptly was almost frightening.
And it had happened because he had willed it so. That was almost the scariest thing of all.
�Holly?� His voice sounded close, and when she opened her eyes he was standing right beside her, his eyes alarmed.
The force of conflicting feelings fighting for supremacy shook her to the core, making her sway. Instantly his hands were on her shoulders.
�Are you all right?�
�Yes,� she said, a little breathlessly. �I�m fine-really-�
�You�re not going to faint, are you?� he asked, scandalised.
�Of course not,� she declared indignantly. �What do you think I am?�
�Someone who�s entitled to faint if she wants to,� he answered in a surprisingly gentle voice. �Someone who has been through enough to undermine the strongest woman, who was determined not to let her courage fail, and who had given everything in her to making sure that it didn�t.�
�So what�s wrong with that?�
�Nothing, but there�s a price to be paid in weakness and misery. Nobody can be strong forever. How many nights have you lain awake devoting your thoughts to Liza instead of your own troubles?�
�Many,� she murmured.
�You were trying to forget the troubles, but now they have to be faced.�
�But I thought they were over.�
�Mostly they are. But they�ll haunt you and you can�t run from them. Don�t try. There�s no escape. They have to be struggled through in your head just as you struggled through them in reality.�
As sometimes before, she had the sensation that he was talking about himself as much as her.
�How long will they live with me?� she wondered.
�All your life because now they are you. They�ve changed you into another person and you can�t go back.�
�That�s true. And I don�t want to go back.�
He nodded. �You�re wise. The joy you once had-�
�Thought I had-�
�Is gone forever.�
�But there�ll be other happiness,� she said, almost pleading.
�Perhaps, but never as you knew before. Live without it. Be strong without it, but never waste time grieving for it.�
Holly shivered. The strength he was offering was the strength that came from a desert land, because now it was all he knew.
�I wonder if you understand me,� he said softly.
�Yes, I understand you. Goodnight, Signor Fallucci. Thank you for everything you�ve done.�
As summer advanced and the heat grew more like a furnace, Holly spent more time in the garden, especially in the evenings. One night, about a week after Matteo�s return, she slipped out and stood taking long breaths of the night air. There was only a soft moon tonight but she knew her way along the paths to the fountains, guided by their soft splashing, until she came to the memorial.
This was the monument to the love she�d witnessed in the photographs; love as it should be, still powerful after several years of marriage; love that was honest and faithful, that could be trusted until the last moment.
Love such as she had never known, and probably never would.
�Bruno,� she murmured, and on the word a thousand memories crowded in, all beautiful once, all tainted now with bitterness and betrayal.
How his eyes had shone and his smile had seemed for her alone. How skilfully he had inspired sensations she had thought never to feel. How easily she had taken the illusion for the reality!
Fool! Fool!
She leaned over slightly, looking into the water, seeing her own outline, her face in shadow, and the moon, high in the sky. But then she became aware of something else behind her, something that seemed to shimmer in the water. It might have been an illusion, but the hands on her shoulders were real enough.
She whirled, barely able to gasp his name.
�Bruno!�
�Hush!� His hand was quickly across her mouth to silence her. �Hush, my love!�
She grew still, staring at him in disbelief. This couldn�t be happening. There was the handsome face that had so often made her heart beat faster. It was beating now, not with excitement but with anger.
�You look surprised to see me, amore,� he said persuasively. �Didn�t you know I�d come after you?�
�I suppose I did if I�d thought of it. Maybe I just didn�t think about you very much.�
�No, you forgot me in a moment,� he said reproachfully. �How could you do that?�
�I wanted to wipe you out of existence.�
�But you can�t, can you?� he said, drawing her into his arms. �You know that you and I are bound together.�
For a moment she tensed to throw him off. It was curiosity that stopped her. How would his kiss feel now that she knew the truth?
Immediately she knew that everything had changed. The touch that had once thrilled her with its promise now meant nothing. The hands whose caresses had been so exciting moved over her without charm or interest. Everything was dead. As dead as her heart.
But being dead was useful. If you couldn�t feel, you couldn�t be hurt, and what she needed to do was suddenly easy.
She allowed him to feel her relaxing in his arms and knew that she�d fooled him. He was so conceited that he thought this was going to be easy.
�Holly,� he murmured, �my Holly��
Not his. Never again.
�Bruno�� she whispered.
�I knew I�d find you waiting for me. Nothing can come between us-are you still mine?�
�What do you think?� she asked softly.
�I think that now we�re together we must never be apart again.�
She pulled away from him. Now the decision was finally taken.
�How did you find me?� she asked.
�I was on the train, with the police.�
�And you told them about me.�
�I had to. I had no choice. They beat me up.�
She faced him, almost laughing. �I don�t think so. Don�t insult my intelligence, Bruno. You did that in the past, but not now. You planted that picture on me, and then betrayed me.�
He sighed and abandoned his first strategy.
�Only because you were stupid about everything,� he said, exasperated. �None of this was my fault.�
Nothing would ever be his fault, she realised. All that mattered to him was himself, his own needs and feelings. Other people existed only to be useful. She felt a chill run through her as her heart slowed to a pace where she could think. Her thoughts were calm, purposeful, almost scary in their cool resolution.
�How did you know to come to this house?� she asked.
�When the train drew in to Rome I saw you, just for a moment, and I recognised the man you were with. Fallucci tried a friend of mine last year, and I was in court when he passed sentence. Five years. He�s a hard man, without mercy. What a joke, you living in his house! Did it take you long to seduce him?�
She reacted too fast for thought, striking him across the face so hard that he nearly fell. He stepped back quickly, his hand to his face, staring at her, shocked.
Holly was aghast at herself. Never before in her life had she lost control. But his easy, cheap judgement had caused a furnace of rage and resentment to explode within her, making her lash out on blind instinct.
She backed off, breathing hard, afraid of this new self and what it was prepared to do.
�I don�t think I deserved that,� he said warily. �When I saw you walking out of that station I could have given you away to the police right then. But I didn�t.�
�Of course you didn�t. You thought if you could escape from the police you could catch up with me later-�
�So that I could throw myself at your feet-�
�So that you could find out where the picture was-�
�Why must you think the worst of me?�
�Guess.�
He changed tack, putting his arms about her.
�Let�s not quarrel. I�m sorry I made you angry. I shouldn�t have made that remark about seducing him. It�s just that you�re so beautiful you could seduce any man. I�ll bet he�s crazy about you already-�
�I�m warning you-�
�All right, I won�t say any more. I know you�re faithful to me.�
It was almost funny, the way this creature deluded himself. She wanted to laugh wildly.
�You�ve been brilliant,� he went on, oblivious, �and now we have everything waiting for us. Just get the picture, and we�ll be out of here.�
�What?� She couldn�t believe what she was hearing.
�It�ll bring us a fortune, but we have to get back to England.� His arms tightened. �I know you�re mad at me, but you�ll forgive me.�
Had there ever been a man so conceited? After what he�d done to her, he still believed that he had only to sweet-talk her and she would fall for him again.
From behind her there came a faint noise, but Bruno heard nothing. Absorbed in his performance, he was oblivious to all else. Suddenly she knew what she was going to do. The hot rage that had swept her had died, replaced by a freezing feeling that was delicious.
Time to stop being a little brown mouse. Time to stop taking it and start dishing it out.
�Of course I want to be with you,� she said, giving him a slow smile.
�Then get that picture, quickly.�
�I can�t. It isn�t here. I hid it.�
�Where?�
�In Roccasecca. I had to dump it somewhere and there was a church next to the station. I hid it behind the altar, in a little hole. It�ll still be waiting when someone goes to find it.�
He tensed. �Describe it to me exactly.�
She did so, watching his face in the moonlight, fascinated to see the perspiration as his excitement increased.
�I�ve got to get there fast,� he said, trying to pull away.
She made a play of holding on to him.
�Not yet. Stay with me a little. I�ve missed you so much.�
�And I�ve missed you,� he said hurriedly, �but there�s no time to lose.�
�But you�ll come back for me?� She managed to put a note of pleading in her voice.
�Of course I will.�
�Promise?� she asked urgently.
�I promise, I promise. Now let me go.�
Bruno wrenched himself from her arms and made off down one of the paths. Holly waited until he was out of sight before glancing over her shoulder at the man who was no more than a shadow concealed by the trees, and saying, �Did you hear all that?�



CHAPTER SIX

�I HEARD enough,� said Matteo, coming out of the shadows.
�I was afraid you�d appear too soon, and spoil it.�
�I wouldn�t have spoilt it for the world. How long did you know I was there?�
�Only near the end, but it would have been the same whether you were there or not.�
�I thought it was for my benefit.�
�Some of it.� She added with relish, �But most of it was for mine.�
In the darkness she couldn�t see the curious look he gave her, but she didn�t need to. She sensed it with every inch of her body and it filled her with satisfaction.
�What are you going to do now?� she asked, apparently casually.
�I ought to alert the household to pick him up at the gate-or perhaps even the police-�
�No,� she said quickly. �Let him go.�
�Mio dio!� he said angrily. �Do you still have a soft heart for him, after the way he betrayed you? Are you mad?�
�A soft heart?� she demanded, outraged. �You saw what I did.�
�Yes, I�ve never seen a woman strike a man so hard, with such passion-�
�With such anger.�
�Are they very different? Or are they two sides of the same coin? He had only to hint that you might look at another man, and you were ready to kill him.�
But the �other man� was Matteo himself. Now she remembered more details of that conversation and she felt herself growing warm all over, as though her whole body was blushing. If he should think she was exerting herself to attract him she would die of shame.
To cool down she went to the monument and plunged her hands into the water, laving it over her face, discovering that once more her heart was pounding with a mysterious excitement that had nothing to do with Bruno.
�I was ready to kill Bruno anyway,� she said, forcing herself to speak sharply. �I�m not pining for him.�
�I think you are, or you�d see yourself as you might have been, locked up, behind bars. And then you�d want to see him in the same place. Don�t yearn for an illusion, Holly. It�s a weakness you can�t afford. Get free of him now.�
�And you think I�ll do it like that? I mean to get free, but it�s vital that you let me do it my own way.�
�By letting him escape?�
�The way I see it, he�ll never escape. You said he didn�t know the miniature had been found.�
�Yes, I heard you tell him where it was�� he said slowly as understanding dawned. �He�ll go there�be caught red-handed in the church, seeking something that he�ll never find because the police already have it.�
�If you think you should alert the police, you�ll do so,� she observed. �Personally I should prefer to think of him just searching-searching-�
�Fruitlessly,� he murmured. �He could be there forever.�
�That�s what I thought.�
He stood before her and regarded her in the silver light. She met his gaze defiantly.
�Maria vergine!� he said with whispered admiration, �but you�re a cool one. So you too carry a stiletto.�
�Not a bludgeon?�
His mouth twisted in irony. �I expect it�ll feel like one to him, but you wielded your knife with alarming skill. I�m sure you�re familiar with the term vendetta.�
Holly nodded. �Vengeance. Yes, I know what vendetta is. At least, I thought I knew until tonight.�
�But now you�ve discovered it for yourself,� he agreed. �And the reality is sweet, isn�t it?�
�Oh, yes,� she murmured, nodding. �It�s very sweet.�
�Not just trading blow for blow,� Matteo said, �but bringing down disaster on your enemy�s head, so that he knows he has more to fear from you than you from him. That is true vendetta, and I never saw a more cruelly effective example of it than tonight. My congratulations, Holly. I think you must have some Italian blood in you.�
�Or maybe you�ve just misjudged the English,� she mused.
�That too is possible. Tell me, did you have no compunction about the fate you were preparing for him?�
�None,� she said harshly. �None at all. True, there was one moment when I wavered slightly-�
�When he kissed you?�
She shook her head. �You over-estimate the power of a man�s embrace, signore.�
He gave a sudden grin. In that strange, cold light it had a wolfish look.
�As do all men, so I�ve been told. We all believe that we have only to smile, to utter words of love, and the woman falls under our spell. The truth, of course, is that she despises us.�
�It was his kiss that showed me the truth,� she explained. �The magic was gone, and I could see the real man quite clearly.�
�And then-?�
�And then-� she said slowly, �ven-de-tta.�
�I will hope and pray never to incur your wrath,� he said with grim satisfaction.
�No need to hope. I�m in your debt.�
Together they walked back to the house, moving at a leisurely pace, like conspirators who�d brought off a successful coup and knew they could be at ease together.
In his study he poured her a glass of wine, and held it up in salute.
�Magnifico,� he said.
Holly laughed and clinked glasses with him, shaking her head as if in disbelief.
�What is it?� he asked, and she had the satisfaction of knowing that she�d baffled him, and it made him uneasy. �Why are you looking at me like that?�
�I�m trying to understand what I�ve just learned about you.�
That bothered him, she was glad to see.
�What-have you learned about me?�
�I�ve just done something callous, unfeeling; something that nobody with a woman�s heart could do. Only a short time ago I loved that man, but tonight I revenged myself and tossed him into outer darkness. And I enjoyed every moment of it.�
�I�m beginning to realise that.�
�And you think better of me. Don�t try to deny it.�
�I don�t want to deny it. Tonight you did several years� growing up in one hour. I congratulate you. And you weren�t heartless. You defended yourself with sharp weapons, and he deserved his punishment.
�Not that it�s a very terrible punishment. After a while he�ll give up searching and go away. He won�t have gained but he won�t have lost much either, and he�ll get off lightly. Your idea of outer darkness is really quite tame. But you�re a beginner. In time you�ll learn how to do it properly. But don�t ruin it now by blaming yourself. Would it be better to shrink into a corner and wail, �Poor little me!��
�No way,� she said with a shudder. �It�s just that I�m not used to this �eye for an eye� business.�
�Don�t worry. You�ve made an impressive start.�
�How did you come to be there at that moment?�
As soon as the words were out she recalled, too late, that he visited his wife�s tomb every night.
�It was pure chance,� he said briefly. �I was taking the air. I�m glad it happened. Your conversation with your enemy was most illuminating. Don�t waste any tears on him, or anyone. It�s best if you get used to it. You�ll be safer that way.�
�Don�t you ever forgive your enemies?�
�Never,� he said simply. �My enemy is my enemy for life. Basta! Once I know that, I would have no compunction about what I did.�
�But that�s dangerous. What about the innocent who get caught in the crossfire?�
It was a remark at random, but it produced an astonishing effect on him. He backed off as though she�d struck him and his face grew visibly paler.
�Mio dio,� he whispered softly. �You know where to aim your stiletto. Do your eyes see every secret I have?�
�No,� she said, puzzled. �I can�t see your secrets. I�m not trying to pry. I only meant that you can�t simply give vengeance a free rein. It would be too cruel.�
�This from a woman who�s just sent her lover out in the wilderness on a fruitless search.�
�He deserved it. But I�d back off before hurting someone else.�
�Then you�re different from most women who don�t care who they hurt.�
He saw her regarding him with a frown, and said quickly,
�Perhaps it�s time to go to bed. I think we�ve both had enough for one evening.�
�Yes. Goodnight.�
It was a relief to be alone. As she climbed the stairs, hearing her own footsteps echoing on the marble floor, she knew that something had happened tonight, something she needed time to think about.
Matteo�s voice was echoing in her head.
�We all believe that we have only to smile, to utter words of love, and the woman falls under our spell. The truth, of course, is that she despises us.�
In a blaze of illumination, she realised whom he had been speaking of.
It was his dead wife.
Holly had soon discovered that Liza was good at drawing, and the two of them spent happy times together with pencils and sketchbook. It was a pleasure to teach a child who learned so quickly, but sometimes she stepped back and gave Liza her own space, interested to see what she would produce. The results were revealing.
Liza had a gift for figures, and after a while Holly realised that Liza was producing the same picture over and over. It showed a happy family consisting of a mother, a father and a little girl. Sometimes the mother and child were shown together, sometimes the father and child. But she never drew the parents alone together.
Of course, she wouldn�t know how they looked when she wasn�t there, Holly reasoned. But still, this reticence struck her as strange. When she ventured to mention it Liza didn�t reply but her face held a withdrawn look, such as Holly sometimes saw on her father�s.
There were other things to puzzle her. Although sometimes Matteo almost seemed to avoid his daughter, she was often aware of him walking in the garden, not approaching them, but watching them from a distance. Once she tried to beckon him forward, hurrying through the trees to where she thought he was standing, but she was only in time to see him disappearing in the distance.
The hardest thing of all was that, on her return, Liza asked eagerly, �Was that Poppa?�
�No, there was nobody there,� she said quickly, unable to tell Liza that he had avoided them.
One morning a parcel arrived for her. Puzzled and intrigued, she pulled it open, and stared.
It was the black cocktail dress that had tempted her before she forced herself to be sensible. And beneath it was the dark crimson dress-�the second part of your order� as a paper proclaimed.
She hadn�t asked for them, she thought wildly. Then how�?
Then she remembered Matteo walking behind her at the crucial moment. He had seen everything and added them to the order later.
Just then he came in and glanced at what she was doing.
�I�m glad they�ve arrived,� he said.
�You shouldn�t have ordered these without telling me,� she reproved him, but not very seriously.
�You�re free to send them back.�
�Well-I may do that,� she said, knowing that she didn�t sound very convinced.
�I�m giving a dinner party tomorrow evening. My friends are fond of Liza, so I�d like you to bring her down. I�ll send a message when I�m ready.�
At that moment Liza put her head around the door.
�There you are,� she said. �I�ve got the book. You promised to read it to me.� To her father she explained, �It�s in English. Holly reads it to me in English, but she stops when it gets exciting, so I have to read some myself to find out what happens next.�
To Holly�s surprise a wintry look suddenly crossed his face.
�Yes, that�s an excellent way to learn a language,� he murmured. �I must be going. Don�t forget what I said about tomorrow.�
�We�re going downstairs to meet your Poppa�s guests,� Holly explained in response to Liza�s curious look.
Liza made a sound of delight and tried to seize her father�s arm, but he removed himself at once.
�I must get to work,� he said at once.
�Oh, please, Poppa, just a few minutes.�
�I�m busy, piccina,� he said gruffly. �No, let me go.�
Holly moved the child gently away, smiling to distract her from her father�s evident eagerness to escape. He took endless trouble for her, yet again and again Holly sensed him seeking to put a distance between them.
�Is it the procession today, Poppa?� Liza asked.
�No, tomorrow. That�s why some of them will be joining me for dinner, as they do every year. And you will meet them, piccina, so you must be on your best behaviour.�
�Yes, Poppa.�
Liza spoke docilely, but it was as though a cloud had fallen over her. Holly was angry with him. All his child wanted was a little of his attention, and the best he could manage was a command to be on her best behaviour.
At that moment she could gladly have throttled him.
What hurt even more was that when she looked at Liza the child had assumed a bright smile, heartbreaking in its refusal to admit defeat.
�What�s this procession?� Holly asked.
Liza�s brow furrowed as she tried to explain.
�It�s all about lawyers-and courts-and-and the judges walk in a procession from the town hall to-well, anyway, they have a procession. We can watch it on television.�
That was all she knew, and Holly had to curb her impatience until next morning. It was her first sight of Matteo in his official black robes, with the long gold tassels on the shoulder.
�It�s only judges who have gold tassels,� Liza said. �Ordinary lawyers have silver.�
The way she said �ordinary lawyers� told volumes about her feelings for her father. She might only be a child, but her eyes shone with pride and admiration as she watched him walk with the other judges, putting them all to shame with his height and good looks.
�That�s Judge Lionello,� Liza said, pointing to the plump, smiling man beside her father. He looked about sixty, with sharp eyes and gleaming silver hair.
�He�s ever so nice,� she continued. �Poppa calls him his mentor, but I don�t know what that is.�
�A mentor is someone who tells you how to do things.�
�Nobody tells Poppa how to do things,� Liza said wisely. �He won�t allow it.�
�I can imagine.�
The procession came to a brief halt, and the camera lingered on Matteo. Holly realised that he was younger than the other judges, and somehow more sharply defined, as though nature had designed him to stand out from any crowd. In the set of his head there was a pride that would always have given him authority, no matter where or when.
His only flaw, she decided, was his looks. He was far too handsome to be a judge. It was a positive incitement to disrespect the law.
As she watched, he turned to Judge Lionello at his side, and gave him a smile that made Holly catch her breath. It was a smile such as she had never seen from him before-warm, affectionate, generous. For a moment all the barriers he normally kept tightly in place were abandoned, revealing the attractive man underneath.
That�s what he�s really like, she thought. But he keeps it a secret because he doesn�t trust anyone, except another judge.
However, along with her reluctant admiration came a sense of antagonism that she couldn�t understand. She owed him everything, starting with her safety and reaching as far as the soft garments that touched her body intimately. And yet-and yet the hostility was there, puzzling, confusing, but undeniable.
Matteo�s smile faded as the procession moved off again. But she had seen something that she would not forget.
That evening she and Liza watched together from an upper window as the long black limousines arrived for the dinner. There was a small sprinkling of women but this was a largely male gathering.
Tonight Liza was allowed out of the wheelchair, and was full of excitement, dressed in a pretty blue dress that came down to her feet to hide her damaged leg.
For her own garments Holly had resisted the cocktail dresses and chosen a pair of smart dark blue trousers and a white silk top. Her hair had been washed and brushed until it shone, and when Matteo sent for them to join the party she hoped she looked a suitable combination of elegance and restraint.
He introduced her as a family connection of his wife, which produced a stream of cordial acknowledgements. Everyone greeted Liza with delight, and it was clear that she was a general favourite, at home in this company. After the first few minutes of keeping a wary eye on her Holly was able to relax.
�Please, allow me to get you a glass of wine,� said one very good-looking young man. �And then we will talk in English, because I am most anxious to improve my foreign languages, as a good lawyer must.�
Since his English was already perfect this was obviously the advance of a practised flirt. But as he was genuinely charming she laughed and accepted a glass of wine.
�My name is Tomaso Bandini,� he said with a little bow. �And I think we are going to be great friends.�
�Not if you get me into trouble with my employer,� she pointed out. �I�m here to look after Liza.�
�But Liza is enjoying having a fuss made of her by Signor and Signora Lionello. So you are free to enjoy me making a fuss of you.�
He didn�t get the chance. Several of the other men were regarding Holly with admiration. It took all her tact to escape politely, and she might not have managed it if Matteo had not come to her rescue, easing her away from the crowd.
�Thank you,� she said. �I don�t quite know what happened there-�
�I think I can make a moderately successful guess at what happened,� he said drily. �I think Liza should go to bed now.�
The goodnights took some time, since everyone wanted another word with Liza, and several of the men insisted on a final goodbye with Holly.
�Behave yourself, Tomaso,� Matteo ordered with grim good humour.
�I was only-�
�I know what you were only. Now, let go of Holly�s hand. She may have some other use for it.�
�She has indeed,� Judge Lionello announced, seizing her hand in his turn and kissing it with such respect that she could not object.
�You should be ashamed at your age,� Matteo told him.
�I am. Deeply ashamed. Signorina Holly, you must visit the court and let me show you around. Shall we say-?�
�Shall we say that it�s time for my daughter to go to bed?� Matteo asked.
Judge Lionello sighed and relinquished his prize. But he winked at her first. She backed off quickly, conscious of his wife�s eyes on her, and feeling sorry for the older woman.
Upstairs Berta had just arrived back after a day spent choosing her trousseau, and helped Holly undress the child. As she snuggled down, Liza was trying to stay awake, but her eyes were closing despite herself.
�It was a lovely party,� she whispered.
�Yes, wasn�t it?�
�Did you have a good time, Holly?�
�I had a wonderful time. Go to sleep now.�
She dropped a kiss on Liza�s forehead, then watched with pleasure as the child snuggled down, asleep. Then she went to the window and looked down, smiling as she remembered Tomaso and his silly jokes. She was in no danger of falling for him, but he was diverting company.
�Bella Holly.�
The voice floated up to her from below. Looking down she saw Tomaso standing there, raising his glass to her.
�La mia piu bella Holly,� he sighed.
�I am not your Holly,� she told him, smiling.
�No, you are no man�s. You stay up there, remote, out of reach like the sun and the moon, while below your slave yearns for you.�
�Behave yourself,� she chuckled.
�Ah, you cut me to the heart. My passion is rejected.�
�Your passion comes out of that wine glass.�
His response to this was to smite his forehead and wail in abandon. The sound brought other guests out to discover what was going on. When they saw Holly the men also saluted her with their glasses.
�You abandoned us,� one of them called out.
�We are desolate,� cried another.
Matteo appeared from the house, glancing up, eye-brows raised.
�Has Berta returned yet?� he called.
�Yes, she�s here with Holly.�
�Then come down and join us.� When she hesitated he added, �A good host always fulfils his guests� wishes. Please come down now.�
�Go on,� Berta urged. �I�ll stay here with Liza.�
Laughing, she went downstairs. Matteo met her at the door to the garden and she said reassuringly, �I�ll only stay for a moment.�
�You�ll stay as long as we all want you,� he said, grinning.
�But aren�t you going to discuss serious legal business?�
�Not after the second bottle, I promise you. I will only say, beware of Tomaso, who is young and enthusiastic about too many things at once.�
�That�s rather what I thought.�
�And beware my old friend Andrea Lionello, who ought to have learned better long ago. But most of all, beware Signora Lionello, who has murder in her heart.�
�Well, she has all my sympathy, being married to that old rip.�
�Don�t let her suspect your pity, whatever you do. That really would make her take out her stiletto.�
�Thank you for the warning.�
Holly was the hit of the party. By accepting only one glass of wine, and sticking to that, she managed to stay clear-headed enough to see the curious glances at Matteo from people who wondered what he was really up to. But after a while she forgot him in the heady pleasure of being a social success for the first time in her life.
There was no more to it than that, since she didn�t take any of this seriously. It was merely an extension of the new woman she was becoming. The provocative underwear, her decisive encounter with Bruno, the heady discovery that she was strong enough to dismiss him�all these were steps along the path that led to this moment. For the first time men sighed over her and kissed her hands while their eyes swore eternal, if untruthful, vows. It had never happened before and she was going to enjoy making up for lost time.
She gracefully declined to flirt with Lionello. He was charming but she didn�t rate charm as highly as she once had, and she suspected that his wife had much to put up with. Signora Lionello ostentatiously ignored her.
�No, I won�t drink any more,� she said at last, laughing but firm. �I don�t trust a word from any of you.�
This produced cheers. Behind her somebody asked, �I wonder who you distrust the most.�
With no idea who had spoken, she flirtatiously retorted, �Why, you, of course,� turning with a teasing smile, which faded when she saw who it was.
�I�ve always known that you didn�t trust me,� Matteo observed, amused.
�Well, as long as it�s mutual,� she said lightly, recovering herself.
�I promise you it is,� he returned in the same tone. �Although I recall that we did once form a brief alliance-�
�Of course.� She laughed into his face. �My enemy�s enemy is my friend. But when my enemy is off the scene-�
�Then all things must be reconsidered,� he agreed. �I would only warn you against being too sure that your enemy really is off the scene. Some of them have an infernal habit of reappearing.�
�You think-?�
�I think only that a little caution is called for. And if the moment should come,� he shrugged, �I shall still be here for you to make use of me.�
He inclined his head in a brief bow and moved away, leaving her to reflect on his strange choice of words.
Holly lingered a while longer, but was clever enough to leave soon, to a chorus of disappointment.
�There is no need for you to go,� Matteo said quietly. �You are welcome to remain if you wish.�
�Thank you, but I choose to leave. I really don�t belong here.�
�Surely that is for me to say?�
�You don�t need to say it. We both know it�s true. Goodnight, signore.�



CHAPTER SEVEN

FROM her window above Holly listened to the murmurs as the party drew to its close. She heard the cars as they departed, then the silence.
She should undress and go to bed, but until she did so the most exciting night of her life hadn�t officially ended. She was still restless and the moonlit grounds were very tempting. Going quietly downstairs, she slipped out of the back door, down one of the paths, into the shadows.
So many unanswered questions, so much confusion. Her life was like the paths briefly lit by the moon before winding into the darkness to an uncertain destination. Tonight that uncertainty had taken on a new and brighter aspect. The admiration that had flowed over her was such a pleasant experience that even confusion was of the cheerful kind.
She couldn�t help smiling at some of the things that had been said to her, and the many significant glances she�d been given. And not only from the guests. If she was honest, it was Matteo who had chiefly caught her attention. His looks, his voice, the admiration in his eyes. She�d seen it all, and now she had time to brood about it.
Looking back at the house, she saw that most of the windows had darkened, and realised how late it was. Time to go in. She took the quickest route that lay past the judge�s office. One of the French doors was slightly ajar, and she turned aside, meaning to pass it quickly. But she was stopped by the sound of a voice filled with malice and dislike.
�You saw how she acted tonight, flaunting herself before the men.�
�She was there because I invited her,� Matteo replied.
The woman�s answer was a snort of contempt, and now Holly recognised her voice as belonging to Signora Lionello. Having concealed her feelings for most of the evening, she was giving them full expression now.
�And didn�t she make the most of it! I don�t know what wiles she used to worm her way in here, but a creature like that-�
�Like what? You don�t know her.�
�I know her kind, a common little baggage who�ll use her position here to get a rich boyfriend, or even husband. Then she�ll walk out and leave Liza weeping. You should get rid of her before any damage is done.�
Holly knew she should walk away. Eavesdropping was disgraceful behaviour. But no power on earth could have made her leave without hearing what Matteo would say about her. She would just have to resign herself to being disgraceful.
Matteo sounded as though he was maintaining his good temper with an effort.
�I know that Andrea isn�t the most perfect of husbands, but he�s had a roving eye for years, not just tonight. It�s unjust to blame Signorina Holly for what was not her fault.�
�She�ll be setting her cap at you next.�
�I doubt it. In any case, my heart is armoured and nothing will change that. She�s here for Liza�s sake, and for no other reason. Believe me, I know what the problems are, and I know how to take care of them.�
From where she stood Holly could clearly see him. She saw, too, the moment when he raised his head and nodded as if he�d come to a decision.
�And just how are you going to take care of them?� she murmured.
She moved softly away, curious but not alarmed. These days she was beginning to feel that nothing could scare her any more.
To her relief she heard nothing from Lionello, but two days later Tomaso Bandini called and invited her out.
�Don�t even think of it,� Matteo said when she told him. �He�s too �unfinished� for you.�
�I disagree. It sounds fun. I haven�t been to Rome yet and it�s time I went.�
�Of course. You�re entitled to some enjoyment. I shall arrange it.�
�Oh, really!� she exclaimed, torn between antagonism and something that was suspiciously like delight. �You�re so organised! You plan this, you plan that-�
�And I shall plan a pleasant evening out for you. As you so rightly remark, I�m good at arranging things.�
There was something in his manner that might almost have been humour. It was hard to be sure.
Holly decided to accept Tomaso�s invitation anyway, and wrote him a note saying so. He wrote back saying that he was devastated to be unable to make good his promise, but a sudden increase of work had made it necessary etc. etc.
She had no difficulty in seeing Matteo�s hand behind this, and it made her relish the next stage of the battle even more. Squaring up to Matteo was becoming a pleasure in its own right.
She heard the opening shots being fired when he informed her at breakfast the next morning that his car would call for her that evening at eight o�clock. She was about to protest at this way of taking her consent for granted when he leaned towards Liza, saying conspiratorially, �I�m showing Holly some of the city tonight, if you agree.�
�I�m sure Liza would prefer that I remain with her,� Holly said.
�But you never enjoy yourself,� Liza protested. �You should go out.�
Having been outwitted, Holly gave up and merely asked, �Where are we going?�
�You�ll see when we get there. But wear your black dress.�
She didn�t even bother to argue. Besides, she was secretly longing to wear the black dress.
Holly knew she was right when she saw herself in it that evening. Its slinky seductiveness suited her slim figure, making her feel good about herself as nothing had ever done before. Her make-up was discreet. She needed little artificial help tonight. Her whole being glowed.
Carlo, the chauffeur, was ready on the dot, and handed her into the sleek black car. As they sped into Rome he said, �You enjoy the opera, signorina?�
�We�re going to an opera house?�
�In a sense. The judge is waiting for you at the Caracalla Baths.�
�Baths?� she echoed cautiously.
�The Emperor Caracalla built a public bath complex nearly two thousand years ago. It�s a ruin now, but every summer there are performances of operas.�
The light was fading fast by the time they entered the city, and her first view of the huge stone ruin was in floodlight. Before she had finished gazing with delight she saw Matteo, tall and elegant, standing by the kerb, waiting for her. He was in a dinner jacket and black bow-tie, and even in the crowds that thronged the streets he stood out as an impressive man.
�Take the rest of the night off,� he told the chauffeur as he handed Holly from the car.
Close by was a small bar, and he led her inside. �We have time for a drink before the performance.�
As she seated herself she was aware of him studying her with approval.
�I see you resisted the temptation to send that dress back,� he said. �I�m glad. I thought at the time that the black would suit you better than the red.�
�At the time? You mean, on that first evening? Just how far ahead have you been planning?�
He shrugged lightly. �No good lawyer allows himself to be outwitted by unforeseen events.�
�So when I turned up in your compartment on the train, you had anticipated everything?�
�Well-perhaps not quite everything,� he conceded, smiling at her.
She smiled back, enjoying the shared joke. But at once she wished she hadn�t. It simply wasn�t safe to laugh with this man and risk something irresistible coming into his eyes, with double the force as they met hers directly.
Holly had a sudden mischievous urge to ask just how far ahead he had organised her life, and whether she would be allowed any say in it at all, but wisdom made her suppress it. They had a distance to travel yet and there would be time enough to tease him.
�Which opera are we going to see?� she asked, changing the subject to something safer.
�It�s a concert tonight. I think you�ll enjoy it. It starts at nine o�clock, so we should be going soon.�
Her first close look at the Caracalla Baths astonished her.
�I thought it would be a sort of swimming pool,� she said, looking around at the open-air theatre under the stars, the huge stage, flanked by two great, ancient brick columns.
�It was a lot more than a swimming pool,� he said, enjoying her awe. �There was a gymnasium, a sauna, a hot bath, a warm bath and a freezing bath. After that you got to swim in the pool, browse in the library or wander the grounds. Now all that�s left is a ruin-�
�But what a ruin,� she said, turning right round, and then again. �And all the grandees used to bathe here?�
�Not just grandees. There would be nearly two thousand at a time. This place was for everyone. We Romans do things properly.�
�We Romans,� she said with a hint of teasing. �You make it sound as thought it�s all still happening.�
�But it is,� he said. �Look around you.�
She did so, and saw how the crowds were pouring in, how the lights made the ruins vivid. After nearly two thousand years this place was alive in a way that many new buildings would never be.
And so was the man looking at her with a vibrant intensity that she couldn�t dismiss. He threw everything else into shadow, and made her conscious of each part of herself, responding to him.
The concert was a selection of light music, popular arias, bouncy overtures and Strauss waltzes. As the music washed over her, filling her with ease, Holly knew that Matteo had chosen perfectly. It was like being caught up in a delightful dream of which he was a cleverly unobtrusive part. She could sink into it or emerge from it, as she pleased.
Now, she felt, she understood his plan. He was trying to enchant her, even to make her fall a little in love with him-and all to keep her reserved for himself and Liza.
But she knew he had no idea of loving her in return. She had heard him say, �My heart is armoured, and nothing will change that.� This was merely to keep her away from the attentions of other men. He would coax her just so far into love, then say, Stay there! as he might to an obedient dog.
Cheeky, she thought, more amused than annoyed. But at least I know what you�re up to, so there�s no harm done. And I�ve discovered that I can play games, too.
�Why are you smiling?� he asked her as the applause died away.
�Was I? I didn�t know.�
�That makes it even more intriguing. You were wrapped up in some private thought of your own; one that fascinates you. Perhaps you are plotting something?�
He paused, but she stayed silent, merely turning her smile directly onto him.
�I see,� he murmured with a slow nod. �You mean to pique my curiosity.�
�What makes you think it has anything to do with you at all?�
�I hope it has.�
�Then you�re very conceited. My thoughts had drifted elsewhere. I apologise. Since you�re entertaining me it was rude of me to be thinking of other m-that is, of anyone�anything else.�
She thought she�d managed that rather well. He thought so too because his eyes gleamed appreciation.
�Not Bruno,� he said. �Only promise me that. It would disappoint me to think you were yearning for that piece of trash.�
�Not Bruno, I promise. In fact, it was Tomaso.� She gave a wistful sigh. �I wonder how I managed to lose his interest so quickly. But you, who are his friend, can advise me how to win back his heart.�
He raised her hand and brushed his lips against the back. �Magnificent,� he whispered. �Your tactics are perfect.�
�So is my strategy,� she assured him.
�Don�t tell me I�ve met a woman who actually knows the difference between tactics and strategy?�
�Strategy is when the enemy is out of sight, and tactics are for when the enemy is right in front of you.�
�And I�m the enemy?�
�I don�t know. Are you?�
�I haven�t quite decided.�
Holly leaned back, regarding him with a slow, luxurious smile.
�Neither have I,� Holly assured him.
The second half featured a well-known soprano singing of love betrayed. She was a superb performer, but Holly was untouched. Heartbreak was yesterday. Today led to tomorrow-and the next day�
As they left the baths he said, �It�s only midnight. We have time for a little supper.�
He made it sound like a spontaneous decision but she wasn�t surprised when they reached the restaurant to find the table booked.
He gave the order for food, then asked, �Do you have any preferences for wine?�
�I should like to drink champagne, please. I have a special reason.�
The champagne was served at once, and when they were alone again Matteo asked, �What are we celebrating?�
�My freedom,� she said, raising her glass with a sigh of delight. �I wasn�t sure of it until tonight, but now I am.�
�Why tonight? What is it? Holly, why are you laughing? Am I being stupid about something?�
There was an edgy note in his voice, as if she�d touched a nerve.
�Not at all,� she hastened to reassure him. �It�s just that we�re here, in public. If you can risk being seen with me, then I must be safe.�
�I don�t think you have anything further to worry about. Bruno is no problem as long as he makes himself scarce, which he seems to be doing. Forget him. You�re here to have fun. How long since you last had any? The last time you saw him, I suppose.�
�No,� she said, suddenly realising. �Being with Bruno was heady and thrilling, but I was too tense to simply enjoy myself. Maybe I sensed even then that something else was going on.� She gave a half-smile. �But that�s the beginning of wisdom, isn�t it? Knowing that something else is always going on.�
�Perhaps not always,� he said cautiously.
�Oh, I think so. Or at least far more often than people realise, and usually with the last person you�d expect.�
�But according to you it can be expected from everyone,� he pointed out, watching her.
�I�ve had time to learn from experience, and it�s very illuminating.�
He didn�t answer at once, but she could feel the teasing humour die.
�Yes, it is,� he said heavily at last.
�I can�t look back far enough to find an evening I�ve enjoyed like tonight. It�s as if you�ve given me a new world. You�re right. This was a wonderful idea. And practical, of course.�
He was refilling her glass but he stopped, looking up in surprise.
�Practical?�
�Certainly. We need to talk about Liza, and it�s difficult at home because she�s such a sharp little thing that she always knows what�s going on, and wants to be part of it. So arranging to meet outside was a really clever idea on your part.�
�I see. I was as clever as that, was I?�
�Oh, yes. Of course, it helps that you�re a judge-having an businesslike mind, I mean.�
He regarded her with ironic appreciation, and didn�t even try to find an answer to this. One up to her, she thought.
�Now, about Liza,� she resumed. �I think I�ve gone as far as I can on my own, but I need you to tell me a lot more, not just about her, but about her mother.�
�Surely you can learn that from Liza herself,� he said gruffly.
�Not really. A little girl can�t know everything, even about herself. I know she�s trying to see her mother in me, but sooner or later she has to let go. If she starts telling herself that Mamma has somehow come back-well, that wouldn�t be good for her. I�m going carefully, feeling out each situation, one by one, but I�m groping in the dark.�
�Then you�re doing something right by instinct,� he said. �That book that you�re reading together-it belonged to Carol. She used to read it to Liza. She wanted her to be fluent in her own language as well as Italian.�
�That was shrewd of her. We talk in English and Italian, and we�re both improving. Sometimes I think she�s teaching me more than I�m teaching her. That�s good for her. It helps her self-esteem.�
He made a restless movement. �Carol used to say exactly the same,� he said. �It�s almost eerie. You are exactly what Liza needs.�
�But she needs you much more than me-�
�She needs a mother-�
�She needs a parent,� Holly said firmly. �Liza�s lost one parent and she needs the other one more. I�m just a substitute, but you�re her father. You�re more necessary to her than anyone on earth.�
�You talk as though I weren�t here-�
�Sometimes I think you�re not-in any sense that matters. The other day she and I were in the garden, she was talking about you, and I�m sure you were there, standing close by in the bushes.�
He nodded.
�Then you must have heard what she said about you.�
�Yes,� he said quietly. �I heard.�
�But you slipped away. I wish you hadn�t. If you�d come out, and put your arms around her and told her how much you loved her-it would have meant the world to her. Why do you never do that?�
�How do you know that I never?� he asked sharply. �You don�t always see us together.�
�Are you any more demonstrative when I�m not there?�
�No,� he admitted. �I�m not a demonstrative man.�
Recalling what she�d seen in the photographs, Holly didn�t believe this for a moment.
�You demand a lot of understanding from an eight-year-old child,� she said with a touch of anger. �What about what she wants? Why don�t you try understanding her? She needs to be reassured about your love, all the time, every minute, every second. She needs to see you as soon as possible in the morning and last thing before she falls asleep. She needs you to put your arms around her suddenly, spontaneously. She needs to look up and find you smiling at her. You could do all this once, so why is it so hard for you? I know you adore her, everyone says so��
His head went up.
�Everyone?� he echoed sharply. �Who have you been talking to? Who is this �everyone� who seems to know my private business? My staff, I suppose.�
She cursed herself for being clumsy. She should have known this touchy character would resent being discussed behind his back. She tried to mitigate the damage.
�Don�t blame them. They haven�t been gossiping, just trying to put me in the picture, which I appreciate. They all say how much you love her, what a devoted father you�ve always been.�
�I�m sure they meant well,� he said in a cool voice. �And so did you. Let us leave it there for the moment.�
�But if we could only-�
�I hadn�t realised how late it was. You must be longing for your bed, and I have a heavy day tomorrow. Waiter!�
It was no use. The moment was over. The waiter called them a cab and a few minutes later they were on their way back to the villa. On the journey they talked about nothing in particular, and did it with great determination.
It was only when the cab had gone and the doors of the villa had closed behind them that he said quietly, �I�m sorry.�
�I was clumsy-�
�No, it was my fault,� he said with a quick disclaiming gesture. �There are things it�s hard for me to speak of, or even think of, but I had no right to take it out on you.�
�Do you want to go on talking now?� she asked softly.
They were standing in the half-lit hall and his face was in shadow, but she had the sense that he was on the verge of agreeing.
�Matteo,� she said, using his name for the first time, �can�t you trust me?�
�Of course,� he said slowly. �I do trust you-you know I do��
He took her hand and held it in his, as though there he would find something he needed.
�Holly-� he murmured, �Holly-if only��
Her heart lifted at what she heard in his voice. He continued to stare down at her hand as his fingers closed slowly over it. She clasped him back, suddenly filled with delighted expectancy.
�Poppa!�
The eager voice from above made them look sharply up, while their hands slipped away from each other.
�Poppa!� Liza stood on the landing, trembling with eagerness. �I thought you weren�t coming home.�
She began to stump down the stairs, awkward on her bad leg. Matteo muttered something, rushing up to help her so that she fell into his outstretched arms.
�What are you doing up at this hour?� he chided gently. �You should be in bed and asleep.�
�I was watching for you and Holly.�
�I�m here,� Holly said, starting to climb the stairs.
�Oh, good,� the little girl said.
She was snuggled contentedly in her father�s arms and Holly sent up a silent prayer of gratitude that this had happened now, reinforcing what she had been trying to tell him. Surely he must see how his daughter loved and needed him?
But as Liza buried her face against him, and he held her, he was staring into the distance, and Holly thought she had never seen so much despair in one man�s face.



CHAPTER EIGHT

MATTEO might resist everything Holly was trying to tell him, but she had her first sign that he was listening to her next morning when he knocked on Liza�s door, calling, �Are you up yet?�
Liza�s shriek of delight was answer enough. When Holly opened the door to him Liza held out her arms so that he could lift her and set her down in the wheelchair, which he took downstairs himself. After that breakfast was a happy meal, and before he left for work Matteo glanced at Holly with a question in his eyes, almost as if seeking her approval.
Later that day he called her.
�We might try again,� he said, �and see if we manage better this time.�
Her heart leapt, and it was only then that she understood how dull the world would have been without the prospect of going out with him again.
Instead of sending a driver he collected her himself and drove to a small, discreet restaurant set on a hill, from which they could look across and see Rome in the distance. The view was magical; the faint glitter of the River Tiber, the floodlit dome of St Peter�s floating in the distance.
This time they avoided dangerous subjects, enjoying the meal and talking on the light level of people who had nothing else to think of.
�Another coffee?� he asked at last.
�Yes, please, I�� She broke off, seeing that she had lost his attention, and looking at the man who�d raised his hand to Matteo. Then alarm seized her.
�Police!�
�Not to worry,� he said reassuringly. �That�s Pietro, whom I know well because he used to be my bodyguard. Good, he�s turning away, too tactful to disturb us.�
When the uniformed man had moved off she said, �Bodyguard?�
�A couple of years ago I presided over the trial of a man called Fortese. He was a nasty character who uttered a lot of threats. So I had police protection for a while, but then the trial ended, I gave him thirty years and he�s been locked away ever since.�
�He threatened to kill you?� she demanded, aghast.
He gave one of his rare grins. �I suppose he thought it was a better bet than a long sentence. Forget it. It happens all the time. We�re a very dramatic people, as you may have noticed. We scream threats, but nothing happens.�
Holly sat sipping coffee, feeling the world change shape around her. Since she had come to Italy everything seemed tinged with danger, of one kind or another, and now here was a new kind. How sedate England seemed by comparison.
The wisest thing would be to go home, but she had no desire to do so. She was living with an intensity she�d never known before, and part of that excitement was the man sitting here, calmly shrugging aside threats against his life.
This was Italy, not merely a land of beautiful landscapes and ancient buildings, but a place where the stiletto still flashed. Here passions were violent, whether hate or love. And the strangest thing of all was that she felt at home. She had been an Italian ever since the night in the garden with Bruno, when she had discovered the joys of vendetta.
Matteo was watching her. �What are you thinking?� he asked.
�Lots of things, all muddled up,� she said. �That�s how it�s been ever since I came to this country. I�m even beginning to like it. Nothing here is ever quite what it seems.�
�You most of all,� he observed.
�Yes, I suppose that�s true. Even I don�t quite know who I am.�
�I, too, am confused about you. I didn�t mean to see you again like this tonight. It might have been safer not to.�
�How do I confuse you?�
�The day we met-I saw only that you could be useful.�
�Yes,� she said, smiling, �I realised that.�
�It�s my way. I see what I want and do what is necessary to get it. It isn�t an amiable trait and I tend to bulldoze my way through life. Being a judge gives me an amount of power that-� he hesitated �-probably isn�t good for any man.�
�I�m not complaining,� she said. �A bulldozer was just what I needed. Nothing else could have saved me.�
�But still,� he gave a self-deprecating smile, �now that I�ve got what I wanted, I can afford to reflect that perhaps I didn�t behave very well to get it.�
�That�s always the best time to reflect,� she agreed, �when you�ve won.�
He glanced up quickly. �Are you making fun of me?�
�Would you mind very much if I was?�
�If it was you-no. It�s just something I�m not used to.�
�I don�t suppose there�s been much laughter in your life recently, has there?� she asked gently.
�No, but then there never has been. I�m not a man noted for my sense of humour, as you may have observed. When people laugh I always wonder if they�re looking at something over my shoulder, so I play safe and discourage laughter. That, too, is not a pleasant characteristic.�
There flashed across her mind the memory of the man in the photograph with his wife and child, laughing, full of joy. But that man no longer existed. �Why are you so determined to put yourself down?� She added, �We all have our unattractive side.�
�But in some of us it predominates,� he said, speaking seriously. �I don�t think well of myself at the moment-for reasons that I can�t tell you-�
�I�m not trying to pry, but I would help you if I could.�
She spoke from her heart. Her own instincts and something in his manner told her that there was more here than simply grief at his wife�s loss. He was like a man labouring under a crushing burden, lashing out at one moment, but reaching out for help the next. She wanted to take him in her arms and ease his pain. It took an effort not to touch him.
�One day,� he said at last, �there are many things I would like to tell you.�
�Yes,� she said, �yes��
But the mood was dispelled by the approach of the waiter with more coffee. She forced herself to smile and seem normal but it was hard when she had seemed to be drawing closer to him.
He too had assumed an air of normality, saying, �Last night we celebrated your freedom. What are you going to do with it?�
�I�m going to use it to stay here. I�ve no reason to hurry back to England. No close family. No job. Nobody who needs me as Liza does.� She gave a little laugh. �I think that�s my weakness-I enjoy being needed. It�s my need, someone who depends on me, as my mother did.�
He nodded slowly. �You were made to be needed. You have a strength that will always draw others to you. I didn�t see it at first because when we met it was you who needed help, but Liza saw something in you that would sustain her through the dark times.�
�I still wish I knew more about your wife-of course, I understand why you don�t want to talk about her-�
�I wonder if you do.�
�Eight months isn�t very long, and you�re still grieving-�
�Are you still grieving for Bruno Vanelli?�
She thought for a moment before saying, �Only for the person I thought he was. Remember how we talked about this once before? You were right. The happiness I knew with him is something I�ll never know again. But that happiness is dead, just as the man I believed in is dead.�
�Fool�s paradise,� he said sombrely. �How long it lasts is the luck of the draw.�
�I suppose it can only be fleeting,� she said with a little sigh.
�No, it can last for years.�
�Did yours last for years?� she asked.
For a moment she thought she�d gone too far, trespassing on his private feelings. But instead of being annoyed he nodded silently.
�So you want to know more about my wife?�
�I need to know the things Liza knows-like, how did you meet?� she asked bravely.
�She was over here on holiday, being taken on a conducted tour of the law courts. She came into the court where I was prosecuting a case, and as soon as I saw her it was all up with me. I fumbled, made a fool of myself, lost the case.
�Afterwards I caught up with her before she left the courthouse. She laughed at me. I was dazzled. That very night I determined to marry her. I was in love in the way the songs describe. We were married the following month. Liza was born a few months later, and I thought I was the happiest man in creation.�
�You never wanted more children?�
�Yes, but it didn�t happen. She miscarried the next baby, and suffered so much that I never asked her to try again. Besides, we had Liza.�
His voice softened and he smiled as though he couldn�t help himself. There it was, she thought; the thing she�d been looking for, the overwhelming love of a father for his child.
�I�ll bet she was a gorgeous baby,� she encouraged him.
His answer was a grin, open and unselfconscious.
�She was the best,� he said simply. �No other baby was like her. She did everything before other children, she walked, she talked, she smiled at everyone because she wanted the whole world to be her friend. But she smiled at me before anyone else, even her mother. If only you could have seen how she looked then-�
�But I have,� Holly told him. �There�s a book of photographs that Liza showed me, with some lovely pictures of the three of you. You seemed such a happy family.�
�We were,� he murmured softly.
�I even felt envious because I never knew my father. I�d have loved to have pictures like that, with his arms about me, looking at me with such love and pride. It would have been something to keep, even when he wasn�t there any more. When you have a memory like that, it�s like being blessed forever.�
He didn�t answer. He seemed lost in a dream.
�Don�t you ever look at those pictures?� she asked.
�No,� he said flatly.
�Perhaps you should-to remind yourself-�
�And if I don�t want to remember?� he asked quietly.
�What can I say? I have no right to give you any advice.�
He managed a bleak smile. �That never stopped any woman yet. Besides, I�ve made you part of it, so go ahead. Let me hear your advice.�
�You both loved Carol, and you�re both grieving for her. But do it together. Talk about how wonderful she was.�
�Wonderful-�
�Well, wasn�t she? You said she was dazzling when you first met, but wasn�t it more than that, all the years you were together? Isn�t that why you�re grieving for her, because she was wonderful? Maybe you don�t want to dwell on that part, but I don�t think you can get through it without remembering, and sharing it with Liza. You�re the only person who can do that for her.�
�I know I am,� he said heavily. �That�s the devil of it. But you don�t know what you�re asking. If I could talk to anyone it would be you. I�m like Liza in that. We both lean on you. It�s the effect you have. But even with you��
His voice faded and the hand that was holding hers clenched convulsively.
�It�s all right,� she said. �It�s all right.�
She wasn�t sure that he�d heard, but the grip on her hand remained tight. After a while he looked up, meeting her eyes, his own full of an unmistakable message. Every nerve told her that she should draw back, be cautious, but that message mesmerised her.
She leaned forward as he reached up to touch her face, drawing his fingertips down her cheek, tracing the outline of her lips. It was the lightest touch, yet the effect was electric, shuddering through her with a brilliant excitement.
�Holly,� he whispered. �Holly-Holly-�
It was like a lightning flash. Once before a voice had spoken her name on that caressing note, and it had all been a performance. Now another man was luring her into the same trap for his own ends, and she had nearly fallen for it.
This time she�d even known what he was doing, yet the spell had worked. She�d recovered from Bruno, but to fall in love with Matteo would finish her.
�Take me home,� she said in a hard voice.
He stared. �Holly-�
�I said, take me home.�
They let themselves quietly into the house.
�Goodnight,� she said, turning towards the stairs.
�Holly, don�t.� Matteo took her arm. �You�ve been silent all the way home and now you�re trying to run away from me. I didn�t mean to offend you. One moment I thought we understood each other, but then you backed off as though I were the devil. What happened?�
�It got out of hand, didn�t it?� she asked wildly.
�What do you mean?�
�The clever game you�re playing. �Taking care of the problems�.�
�What does that mean?�
�Have you forgotten your own words so soon? I heard you talking to Signora Lionello after the party. She said I was out to get a rich husband, and you said you�d take care of the problems. I guess this is your way of doing it.�
He swore under his breath.
�Forget that,� he begged. �It meant nothing.�
�I know exactly what it meant. You�re trying to �attach me�, but only just so far, so that I�m there when needed. Just so that you have the use of me for Liza. After that I can go hang. A bit like Bruno really, except that he only wanted money. You want far more.�
�Don�t dare liken me to him.�
�Why not? You�re playing a cynical power game, just like him.�
�A game? You think this is a game?�
His move was too fast for her to see, and the next moment she was in his arms, feeling his lips on hers. If his fingertips had excited her, his kiss drove her wild. She tried to control the fierce feelings that threatened to overwhelm her body, but he seemed set on making her acknowledge them, moving his mouth over hers with seductive power.
�Stop this,� she managed to say.
�No,� he said fiercely against her lips. �Not until you see sense.�
He called this seeing sense? she thought wildly as he silenced her again. There was no sense in this, no logic, no calculation, no ability even to think. There was only sensation so violent that it left her trembling, and anger at the way he thought he could set her objections aside, as though they counted for nothing.
But the real treachery was the way rage became confused with desire. It was as though she had turned against herself, betraying her own resolve with the need to kiss him back, press herself against him, demand that he explore her further.
Her mouth opened against his in what should have been a protest but emerged as a sigh, encouraging him to thrust his advantage home. The feel of him caressing her with skill and purpose almost sent her wild.
She knew she must free herself from his hold, but it was hard when all her senses were betraying her. They wanted to cling to him, inviting him on to the next step, and the next, wherever the path might lead. But she would fight them, though it broke her heart.
Holly could feel him moving, drawing her back into the shadows under the stairs, but she knew that if she yielded she was lost. This time she was going to be no man�s pawn.
She tried to pull herself away from him, but succeeded only in freeing her mouth.
�Let me go, right now,� she gasped. �I�m warning you-I�m dangerous-�
She had the feeling that he was almost in a trance, but this seemed to get through to him, and his hands fell away from her so suddenly that she had to clutch the wall.
�Yes, you are,� he murmured. �I shouldn�t have forgotten that.�
She backed away until she reached a door, then turned and went through it without bothering where it led. She found herself in the dining room with its great window doors that led into the garden, and pulled them open, running outside, taking deep breaths, struggling to calm down.
Holly had promised herself that this wouldn�t happen. Maybe she�d been warning herself about it from the moment she met Matteo, knowing even then that he was a man who threw Bruno into the shade. And every warning had been useless.
She walked anywhere as long as it was away from the house, away from him. As she did so, she talked to herself.
�Leave this place. Get as far away as you can. Get away from him.�
All useless. There was a time when she might have left this place, but it was long past.
She wandered for an hour, until at last her feet seemed to find their own way to Carol�s monument. She wasn�t sure why, unless she had subconsciously known that she would find him there. He was sitting on the edge of the fountain, dipping his hands into the water, throwing it over his face.
He�d discarded his jacket, and the thin material of his shirt was soaked, showing her the outline of his body beneath.
She didn�t want to look at him. The passion of desire he�d roused in her could only become a greater torment with that incitement.
He looked up at her, gasping.
�I�m sorry,� he said. �I didn�t mean anything to happen the way it has.�
�Neither did I.�
�You were partly right. It started as you said. I wanted to make sure of you, but then-things changed.� When she didn�t answer he said almost angrily, �You know they did.�
�I don�t know what I know, except this-I don�t want to be in the arms of a man who�s dreaming of another woman.�
�What?�
�You�re still in love with her. You don�t want me, except in one way, and you�re secretly ashamed of that. That�s why you came here, isn�t it? You couldn�t wait to beg her forgiveness for touching me.�
He stared at her. In the silvery light she could only half see his face, glinting with droplets of water, but she could sense that he was totally thunderstruck.
Suddenly he slid down from the fountain until he was sitting on the ground below and, to her astonishment, he began to laugh. Leaning back against the marble, he shook with bitter, silent mirth.
�My God,� he murmured. �Oh, dear, sweet heaven!�
He put his hands up to his head, covering his face, rocking back and forth, almost moaning. Her anger couldn�t survive that desperate sound, like that of an animal in pain, and she went down on her knees beside him, trying to take hold of him.
�Matteo, whatever is the matter?�
He dropped his hands and looked at her. He was still making choking sounds that might have been laughter.
�What�s so horribly funny?� she asked.
�Everything. Every damned thing, including your ideas about me. The grieving husband, dreaming of the woman he lost. I�ll tell you the truth. The only time I dream of Carol is in my nightmares.�
�But-this thing�� She indicated the monument.
�This overblown monstrosity? I built it to hide my feelings, not reveal them. I could hardly tell the world how I really regard my wife�s memory.�
�How you really�?�
The tension seemed to drain out of him.
�I hated her,� he said tiredly. �I hated her with every fibre of my being for the vicious deception she�d practised on me for years. I hated her for not telling me the truth, and I hated her even more for finally telling it to me.�
He closed his eyes and seemed to address some dreadful inner vision.
�All those years I loved her, she filled my world. I�d have lain down my life in her service. I told you I�m not a demonstrative man, but with her I was. I held nothing back. Whatever I had or was or would ever be was hers, and she knew it. She�d known it for years, and all that time��
He opened his eyes again and turned in her direction, so that his head lay directly against the words �Beloved wife� carved into the marble.
�I made the foolish mistake of thinking I had everything,� he continued after a while. �I should have understood that the man who believes that has nothing at all, that when he imagines he�s walking a firm road he�s actually staggering across a tightrope hung over an abyss. The abyss was always there, but I never saw it.�
�You mean she stopped loving you?�
His smile was terrible, desperate, wolfish, half-mad.
�I mean that she never did love me. Not for one second. She married me for money. She liked money a lot, and the man she really loved-an Englishman called Alec Martin-didn�t have a penny. I think she decided on me when she saw the house, these grounds.
�I learned all this in the last few days before she left me. She told me-boasted of it-that she�d gone on sleeping with her lover until the night before our wedding. That�s why Liza was born so quickly.�
�You mean-?�
�Yes. My little girl isn�t mine at all. She�d been another man�s child all the time.�
Holly drew a long breath, calling herself all kinds of a fool. This had been staring her in the face if she�d had the wit to see it.
�He went away after we married,� Matteo continued, �and stayed away for a few years, making some money of his own, I gather. So when he came back she decided to leave me for him. I said I couldn�t stop her leaving, but she wasn�t taking my daughter. That�s when she told me that Liza wasn�t mine, but Martin�s.
�A few hours after they left I got a call from the hospital. The train had crashed, Carol was dead and Liza was seriously injured. I learned later that Martin had been killed too, but nobody else knew that he had any connection with us. The world only knows that my wife and child were taking a journey and their train crashed. All the rest-� he paused for a moment before resuming with difficulty �-is known only to me.�
�And Liza,� she said, horrified, �all those years-it�s incredible-but perhaps it isn�t true. Maybe Carol only said that to hurt you-�
She stopped because he�d held up a hand, shaking his head.
�I thought of that,� he said. �When she was in the hospital I had a test done anonymously. What my wife told me was true. Liza is not my daughter. I have to accept that.�
He was silent for a while, and Holly could think of nothing to say that wouldn�t have sounded inadequate. The silence hung heavy between them.
�When her condition improved,� he resumed after a while, �I brought her home. I didn�t know what else to do.�
�Does Liza have any idea?�
�None. I was afraid that Carol might have told her, but it�s obvious that she still thinks I�m her father.�
�As you are in every sense that matters,� Holly said urgently. �Hate your wife if you must but that little girl has done nothing wrong.�
�Do you think I don�t know that?� he asked tiredly. �None of it�s her fault but-�
�There are no buts,� Holly insisted. �She�s the same person that she always was, a child who loves you, and who�s done nothing to forfeit your love.�
He regarded her with despair.
�You�re saying all the things I�ve said to myself a thousand times over. My head knows they�re true, but that doesn�t help. Logic doesn�t work. Don�t think I�m proud of myself, because I�m not. I do everything in my power to prevent her suspecting any difference, but I can�t help it if the feeling isn�t there.�
�Oh, goodness,� she murmured.
Matteo looked up at the sky, where the oblivious stars wheeled coldly overhead.
�She was my child,� he said. �And then she wasn�t. When I look into her face I see the face of the woman I hate, and I can�t bear it.�
�Can�t you try to forgive Carol?� Holly asked, realising how useless the words were even as she spoke them. It was no surprise when Matteo turned on her with real fury.
�Forgive her? Are you mad? For years she mocked me, accepting my love, luring me on to love her more, taking and taking-and all the time it was nothing but a cruel deceit while she dreamed of another man. She took and took and took, and gave nothing in return. Even my child isn�t mine.
�If she�d ever been a true wife to me in her heart I might have forgiven a moment of madness-but years of cynical, cold-blooded, calculated-�
He broke off, shuddering.
�I�m sorry,� she murmured, reaching out to him.
But he flinched away from her.
�Don�t touch me,� he raged. �You, with your stupid English reasonableness-�
�It�s got nothing to do with-�
�You�re all the same. Let�s tie up the loose ends and be sensible. We don�t want to make a fuss, do we? She used to say that. It was her gift-diffusing a fuss, calming everyone down. I used to admire her for it, until now, when I realise it was a clever tactic to fool me.
�The only time she dropped it was when we made love. Then she was shrewd enough to abandon reason and drive me so wild that I couldn�t think straight. That way I never became suspicious, by night or by day. Oh, she covered every angle, leaving me not one single pure and honest memory. And now you want me to forgive. Never! I thought you�d learned enough to understand about vendetta, but you don�t know anything.�
�So you�re going to teach me, are you?� she demanded, angry in her turn. �You�re going to pass on to me all the lessons you�ve learned about cruelty and bitterness, about being self-centred and brooding on nothing but your own wrongs to the exclusion of all else. And when I�ve learned that, who will look after that innocent child?�
He was silent. Her fury had taken him by surprise, shocking him into silence. Before he could recover, she jumped to her feet and walked away to the house. She had never been so enraged in her life.
Most of all she was upset with herself. She should have seen it coming. There had been brief glimpses into the depths of hell where he lived, but none of them had prepared her for the moment when rage and anguish boiled over, pitilessly exposing to her gaze everything he would have wanted to hide.
She even knew a moment of protectiveness, wanting to shield him from disclosing his vulnerability to a woman who would judge him harshly.
Then she remembered that the woman was herself.



CHAPTER NINE

WHEN Holly reached the house some instinct prevented her from going straight upstairs. She knew he would follow her, that tonight wasn�t over. There were still things to be said.
She went into the library, switched on a small lamp and after a moment she heard the door open. He took a few steps into the room, then paused, standing back in the shadows, so that she could see only his outline, not his face. Even so, she could sense the uncertainty that tormented him.
�Come in,� she said, reaching for him.
She could see he was on the point of collapse and he needed comfort. He almost fell into a chair by the window.
�Forgive me,� he said quietly.
�No, forgive me. I shouldn�t have gone for you like that.�
�I had no right to tell you. I promised myself that nobody else would ever find out-I don�t know why I suddenly gave in-�
�Because you had to tell someone or go mad,� she said sympathetically.
He nodded, defeated.
�What about the person at the hospital who did the test?�
�He thought it was for a case. There were no names. Maybe he guessed, but he can�t know.�
She thought of the terrible strain of enduring his secret alone, letting the world think he was grieving only for his wife�s death, when in truth it was the death of all hope and trust that was devouring him. How could she have missed it? Even in this light it was there, in his face the fact that he was dying inside.
�I trust you,� he said, and there was a pleading note in his voice.
�I�ll never tell,� she promised at once. �For Liza�s sake-and for yours.�
�Maybe one day Liza will have to know,� he said. �But not until she�s old enough to understand, and cope. That�s why I keep my distance, I�m afraid she�ll detect in my manner that I feel nothing.�
�I don�t believe you�ve stopped loving her,� Holly said fiercely. �You can�t have. It isn�t possible, not if the love ever meant anything.�
�And suppose it didn�t?� he asked bleakly. �Suppose it was only my vanity, clinging to the belief that she came from our love, mine and Carol�s? That�s the truth about me, a weak, shallow man, who can only love a child who�s an extension of himself.�
�But that isn�t the truth about you.�
�Do you think you know me better than I know myself?� he asked bitterly.
�I know you wouldn�t be suffering so much unless there were depths of feelings in you that you�re afraid to admit. You say you feel nothing, I say you feel more than you can bear.�
�You don�t pull any punches, do you?� he asked in a ragged voice. �All right, tell me what to do. I�m in your hands.�
�Spend more time with Liza, just doing nothing very much. Let things happen as they will.�
He rubbed his eyes and growled, �I suppose you�re talking about-what�s that fashionable phrase? Quality time-�
�No, forget quality time. What you need now is quantity time. Lots of it.�
�But-doing what?�
�Give me patience, somebody!� she begged. �What about that swimming pool in the grounds, the one you�re letting go to rack and ruin? Exercise would be good for her leg. Have the pool cleaned out and refilled, then spend the day there with Liza. Help her swim the length and back. Do it as often as she wants. But above all, be there every time she looks up. It doesn�t matter whether or not you happen to be looking at her. You might even be dozing. But be there.�
�If you knew how busy I am-�
�I do know. And so does Liza. That�s why it�ll mean the world to her if you give her a whole day, not just half an hour snatched between other things, but the whole day.�
He gave a wry smile. �You argue your case well, avvocato. The judge is convinced, and will obey your orders.�
�I�m not giving orders.�
He gave her a speaking look.
�I�m not,� she said defensively. �I�m just telling you what I think will help.�
He gave a faint smile.
�The difference is hard to tell. But you�re right, I�ll have the pool cleaned and filled. My only condition is that you have to be there to keep a protective eye on us. I�m going to need your help, Holly. I don�t know where this will lead, but I know I can�t get there without you.�
�In that case, you�re right to take my advice,� she said, trying to keep the atmosphere light. �I hope you go on being wise.�
�I�m sure you�ll tell me when I�m not,� he said. Suddenly he drew a sharp breath. �Holly-� He was shaking.
�I know, I know. It�s all right-honestly,� she said, speaking hurriedly. �I�m going to bed now. I think you should do the same.�
She didn�t feel as though she could stand any more that night.
Work began on the pool the next day. Liza was ecstatic and insisted on being there to watch everything.
Holly took a trip into Rome to buy a swimsuit for Liza, who had grown since she was last able to bathe. She also needed one herself, and lingered for a while, tempted by a bikini. But she resisted and settled for a sedate black one-piece. This was about Liza�s needs, she reminded herself. And nothing else!
But the truth, as she finally admitted to herself, was that she didn�t want to invite comparison with the gorgeous Carol.
The arrangement was made for two days hence. Matteo assured her that he would spend the time making certain that his desk was clear.
�And no cell phone,� Holly said.
�But I�� He met her eyes. �Whatever you say.�
That was their only conversation during that time, as though they had made a mutual pact not to mention the events of the other night. The knowledge was there between them, but they skirted around it as if it were explosive.
Summer was drawing to its close, but it was still hot enough for an enjoyable day. Holly gave Matteo full marks for being ready in good time, showing all the signs of looking forward to a day with his daughter with eager expectation. Looking at him, standing there, smiling, his tan glowing against his white towelling robe, she knew a moment of tenderness towards him. He might be reading from her script but he was doing it with a kind of dogged desperation that touched her.
As they waited for Berta to bring Liza downstairs she jokingly ran through a check-list.
�Cell phone?�
�Left in my office.�
�Landline calls?�
�Anna has orders to take messages.�
�Visitors?�
�I�m not at home.�
�Reading matter?�
He looked startled. �Am I allowed to read?�
�As long as it�s not legal papers. A cheap thriller is best.�
�A cheap-?�
�Yes, I thought you wouldn�t have anything so useful, so I bought you one when I was in Rome.� She held it up so that he could see the lurid cover and nearly laughed at his outraged expression.
�I have never in my life-�
�Then it�s time you did,� she said ruthlessly. �It�ll do you a lot of good. Liza will probably doze off after lunch, and when she wakes up and sees you, you�ve got to be reading some relaxing rubbish. Something you can put down easily.�
�Why don�t I just not pick it up?� he asked, looking over the first page with distaste.
�Do you want to do this properly, or not?�
�Nothing matters more. All right, show me the way.�
He smiled, but it was a poor effort. For him it wasn�t a joke. He was following her lead because he�d run out of other options.
�Just be there,� she muttered.
�All the time. I promise.�
When Liza appeared, wheeled by Berta, he took her hand. �Are you ready?�
Her smile and her vigorous nod of the head showed that she was approaching the peak of bliss. She began to get out of the wheelchair.
�I think you should stay there,� Holly said. �It�s quite a walk down to the pool, and you�re going to need all your strength for swimming. You don�t want to arrive there with an aching leg, do you?�
�All right,� Liza said equably, and seated herself with a glance up at her father, making clear that he was appointed wheelchair attendant for the day.
The four of them advanced to the far end of the grounds where the newly cleaned pool glittered in the sun.
�Isn�t it lovely?� Liza cried. Turning to Holly, she said, �Poppa built it just for me.�
�I thought this pool was built by your grandfather,� Berta said, not unkindly but with a nurse�s instinct for accuracy.
Liza looked mutinous. �Poppa built it for me,� she cried.
�But I read somewhere-�
�He built it for me,� Liza said. �He did, he did!�
With ominous speed she was working up to one of her hysterical outbursts. Berta looked desperate, not knowing how to cope. Holly prepared to do her best but it was Matteo who came to the rescue.
�In a way that�s true,� he said. �My father built it, but I adapted it when Liza was younger. The shallow end was actually a metre deep, too much for a small child. I had it turned into broad steps so that she could go down gradually. That�s what you were remembering, isn�t it, piccina?�
Instantly Liza was all smiles.
�Yes, that�s it, Poppa. Mamma brought me here every day to watch the workmen.� She giggled. �She said I drove them crazy, asking questions all the time.�
Then her laughter faded and her eyes grew blank. Matteo dropped to his knees in front of her.
�Yes,� he said softly. �I remember, she told me.�
To Holly�s pleasure he put his arms about her and drew her close. She hugged him almost hard enough to choke him.
�Let�s go in,� Liza cried.
The dangerous moment had passed.
Hand and hand, they went down the broad steps together. Holly dropped into the water further down and held out her arms for Liza to swim into them, which she did, supported by Matteo. Watching them, through the glare of the sun on the water, Holly could almost believe that she was seeing the picture again, the happy father and child, their love untroubled.
Liza�s delight at having his full attention made her appear at her best, all sunny smiles and innocent chatter. Matteo, in his turn, seemed to relax. They made short trips into the pool, just long enough for Liza to exercise without becoming too tired. After an hour Anna appeared with a trolley bearing soft drinks and ice cream.
Liza had perfected the art of eating and chattering at the same time.
�It was Poppa who taught me to swim,� she told Holly eagerly. �He said all the Falluccis have been brilliant swimmers, and I was going to be the best Fallucci of all.�
Holly held her breath as Liza veered dangerously close to the forbidden subject. But, although Matteo went a little pale, he smiled and said,
�So you will be, piccina. The best Fallucci of them all.�
As Holly had predicted, Liza spent the first hour after lunch dozing on a towel, in the shade of the trees. Matteo dived in and swam the length of the pool several times, while Holly sat, watching him vaguely, her thoughts in a tangle.
She had studied his efforts today and her heart had reached out in sympathy. Now and then Liza would say something in all innocence that must have been like twisting a knife, but he coped. She could only imagine what it was doing to him.
And today wasn�t a real solution, she knew that. Somewhere in the cloud of ice that had descended on his feelings she was sure that his love for the little girl was still there. Finding it would take time, and be painful. For the moment he was like a lost soul, blundering about in the darkness, but she wanted to be there with him, to help as he struggled to find the way to go on living.
For Liza�s sake, she insisted.
But she realised she wasn�t being quite honest with herself. His need was as great as the child�s, and the moment when he�d reached out to her in pain was the moment her defences had begun to crack.
At last Matteo came up the steps of the shallow end, pulled on a towelling robe and stretched out. He even took out the book Holly had bought him and turned it over and over. He read the blurb on the back page, then opened the book and began to read, casually at first, and then with obvious interest. He was deep in chapter one when Liza awoke and crept over to him.
�Is it good?� she asked.
�Hm?� he answered, not lifting his head.
�Poppa!�
At last he looked at her, tearing himself from the book with difficulty, it seemed to Holly.
�Is it good?� Liza demanded.
�Yes-yes, it�s good.�
�What�s it about?�
�It�s about a man in prison for something he didn�t do, and planning his revenge.�
�Do you ever send innocent people to prison, Poppa?�
He looked aghast at the question. �I try not to. I don�t imprison anyone unless I think they�re guilty.�
�But suppose you get it wrong?� Liza asked remorselessly.
To Holly�s delight Matteo was bereft of words. He looked across at her wildly, but she was beyond being able to help. She simply lay back in the grass and chuckled.
�I�m sorry,� Holly said at last, moving over to them. �Liza, you�ll have to let this go for now. But when you�re older you must become a lawyer, and then you can study your Poppa�s cases and tell him where he got it wrong.�
�All right,� Liza said, satisfied.
�Thank you,� Matteo said wryly.
Having settled the future, Liza returned to the book.
�Does he do lots of horrible things to his enemies?� she demanded of her father.
�I think so. I haven�t got very far in yet. I�ll let you know.�
Liza gave a happy sigh.
�How can she be such a ghoul?� Matteo murmured to Holly as Berta took Liza down the steps into the pool.
�Because she�s a child. Children love that kind of thing.�
�After what happened to her-�
�It�s not the same. This is a book, nothing to do with reality.�
She stopped, seeing a sudden change in his expression.
�What is it?� she asked. �You haven�t really sent an innocent man to gaol, have you?�
�Not that I know of. Of course, they all protest their innocence. Sometimes the worse they are the more vehemently they protest. The worst one I ever knew was Antonio Fortese, a murderer who escaped too often.�
�Is he the one you told me about, who threatened you so that you needed a bodyguard?�
�That�s right. He swore he was innocent, but he was as guilty as hell. As you know, I gave him thirty years. He deserved every moment of it. Now he can threaten all he likes. He�s locked up in a high-security gaol.�
�Maybe it wasn�t very clever of me to choose that particular book.� Holly sighed.
�Why?� he asked, amused. �Do you think it�s going to give me nightmares? Forget it. Characters like Fortese are just part of the way I live. This-� he waved the novel �-is light relief.�
�Well, I�ll tell you this: Liza�s got a much higher opinion of you now that she knows you can get lost in a good book.�
�I won�t deny that it has a certain readability.�
�That�s why you didn�t answer her at first, isn�t it?�
Suddenly he grinned. �Yes, I must admit I couldn�t put it down.�
In this mood he was delightful, and she had to remind herself to stay cautious. There was a long way to go before there could be any true communication between them.
Anna appeared from between the trees, looking concerned.
�Signore, there is someone-�
�No visitors, I told you,� Matteo said.
�But Signore-�
Matteo looked up, irritated. Then his expression changed as he saw the elderly lady who stepped out from behind Anna.
�Mamma!�
Liza gave a little shriek and joined her father in hurrying to embrace his mother. She seemed to be in her sixties, a smiling woman of great elegance who clearly inspired affection in Matteo and Liza.
Holly watched her curiously, certain that this was no coincidence. She was even more certain a few moments later when she was called forward to be introduced, and saw the old woman look her up and down, clearly comparing her to some mental picture she already had.
�I�m sorry I didn�t warn you I was coming,� she said, �but it was an impulse.�
�You know you�re always welcome,� Matteo said warmly. �Let�s go inside.�
Holly knew, from Anna, that Matteo�s father was dead and his mother, Galina, had since remarried. Her husband was an invalid, and the two of them lived down south, in Sicily, where the weather suited him better. It was quite a journey to make on the spur of the moment.
�My stepdaughters came to see us,� she explained as they walked back to the house. �They prefer having their father to themselves, so I left with a clear conscience. It�s too long since I saw my favourite granddaughter.�
�I�m your only granddaughter,� Liza pointed out.
�Then you must be my favourite,� Galina returned with triumphant logic.
The rest of the day was taken up with settling her into her room and arranging the evening meal to her liking. Holly withdrew, not wanting to intrude on the family, and didn�t see them again until she went downstairs for supper.
Berta was there too, and Galina greeted her as an old acquaintance. Holly said little but her mind was working furiously. Instinct told her that she was under inspection.
At any other time she would have been amused at Matteo�s demeanour towards his mother, which was respectful. He might be a man of authority to the rest of the world, but he was nervous of his mamma. Now and then his eyes darted to Holly, as though checking whether she was making a good impression.
At last the meal was over. With relief, Holly suggested that it was time for Liza�s day to end.
�Berta and I will bring her up later,� Galina said. �Why don�t you go off duty?�
It was a dismissal and she had no choice but to accept it.
Perhaps the decision had gone against her, she thought. Hence the choice of Berta. This might even be her last night in the house. It wasn�t so very long ago that she had longed for the means to escape. Now she would have given anything to stay.
Just why she longed to stay was something she wasn�t quite sure about yet, but it was no matter. The decision was being taken out of her hands.
At last Galina arrived with Liza, already half-asleep. Together they put the child to bed and saw her nod off at once.
�We did not mean to be so late,� Galina said softly, �but Liza had a criminal matter she wished to discuss with her father.�
�A criminal matter?�
�Something to do with a book they were enjoying together.� Her eyes twinkled. �Your doing, I fancy.�
�Oh, I see. Yes, it�s a thriller.�
�Then it�s definitely your doing. When I see my son deep in a thriller I know he�s come under a new influence. Of course, I already knew that.�
�I don�t understand. How could you know?�
�Because he talks of you so much. We telephone each other many times, and always he talks about you. Of course, he is very discreet, very proper. He tells me how good you are being to Liza, and how the child benefits from your care. And so I find myself curious about this wonderful person, and I decide I must meet her for myself. And now that we have met, I think I am starting to understand. I see how Liza loves you, how much good you�re doing her.�
�But I wonder exactly what Matteo has told you.�
�He has told me all I need to know. If there is more-he will tell me that too in his own good time. Let us leave it for now. I am pleased with what I find here. My son begins to look alive again and that is all I want after the way he has suffered.� She added calmly, �Perhaps he is falling in love with you.�
�Oh, no,� Holly said quickly. �It�s much too soon for that.�
�Too soon? Why?�
�After the way he felt about her-�
�You think he still has a rose-tinted view of his wife? I don�t think so.�
�Even so, it was all so terrible-he has to get over the shock,� Holly persisted.
�You�re a wise woman. You will help him recover. And then-well��
But Holly shook her head as caution swept her again.
�There�s no question of it.�
�So positive? He�s an attractive man with a good position in life, and you seem fond of his child. It wouldn�t be impossible that you might grow to love him.�
�Yes, it would,� Holly said firmly. �There are too many things in the way.�
�You love someone else?�
�I did once. Never again.�
�I see. Well, I�m a nosy old woman, but I won�t pry any further.�
She was shrewd enough to leave it there, and over the next few days the house became a more cheerful place as her influence was felt. Emboldened, Berta gave in her notice, and departed, with a generous bonus, into Alfio�s arms.
There was a small dinner party in Galina�s honour, at which she kept Holly close to her, smiling contentedly in a way that made her wishes plain.
Holly tried not to spend too much time watching Matteo, unwilling to give substance to Galina�s suspicions. But her eyes strayed towards him too often for comfort, delighting not only in his looks but in his air of poise and authority, his calm detachment. He would speak to a guest, smiling enough to be polite, but the next moment he would retreat into the gentle melancholy that only she completely understood. Holly found a strange, disturbing pleasure in the thought that she knew the depths of him that were hidden from everyone else.
Yet she had no thought of marriage. Their closeness, half-sweet, half-bitter, was enough for the moment. She did not know if she should call it love. She no longer trusted herself on that subject. There was still an antagonism between them, as much on his side, she suspected, as on hers. It was nothing like the unsuspicious, uncritical joy she�d known with Bruno, but then, that hadn�t been love, and she never wanted to feel it again.
Could you be in love with a man whose kisses had thrilled you to the depths one minute, and whose harshness made you want to rage at him the next?
She came out of her reverie to realise that she�d heard a faint, unfamiliar noise. One of the other men put a hand in his pocket and took out his cell phone. She saw the change come over his expression as he stared at it, evidently reading a text.
�Put the television on,� he said quickly. �Get the news.�
In a moment they were indoors, crowded around the set, where an announcer was saying, �Nobody knows how Fortese acquired a gun, but he used it to great effect, shooting dead two prison guards before making his escape��
�Fortese,� Holly whispered. �Isn�t he-?�
�Yes,� Galina said, beside her. �I have always been afraid that this would happen.� Then she forced a smile. �But they will recapture him before he can-that is-�
�Before he can come after Matteo,� Holly said. �Of course they�ll recapture him. They must.�
�They must,� Galina agreed.
In silent dread they looked at each other.



CHAPTER TEN

EVERYTHING changed.
One moment they were enjoying a happy dinner party. The next the guests were saying goodbye, wishing Matteo good luck, but eager to get away.
Within half an hour a posse of police on motorcycles had arrived, ready to take up their positions in the judge�s defence. Matteo greeted them quietly. He had shown almost no reaction to the news, merely nodding calmly as though this were a normal part of life.
And for him it was, Holly realised.
She could barely take in the way life had changed out of all recognition. It might all have been a dream, except that the swarm of armed police made it horribly real. A man who already had several murders against him had set himself to kill Matteo, and was now on the loose, with a gun.
He could be anywhere. The only certain thing was that he wanted revenge and wouldn�t rest until he got it.
She went straight up to Liza�s room, relieved to find her asleep. She longed to talk to Matteo, just to look at him and see him standing there alive. But protecting the child from the knowledge of what was happening had to come first.
She did not even see Matteo again that night, but the next morning he spoke to her quietly before leaving.
�Two of the police will be staying here, just in case Fortese gets ideas. All of you remain in the house and you�ll be quite safe.�
He departed with barely a nod, and her last sight of him was driving away, accompanied by four police outriders.
Between them she and Galina kept Liza occupied that day, so that she should notice as little as possible out of the ordinary. It took a lot of ingenuity, especially when Matteo returned in the evening, with a change of guard. But they managed.
Galina went to his study and stayed for an hour. When she came out she said to Holly in a strangely urgent voice, �He wants to see you.�
She found him looking pale and strained. When he spoke his voice seemed to come from a distance, which contrasted strangely with his words.
�I have to ask you a favour,� he said sharply. �Not for myself, but for Liza.�
�Of course.�
He looked uneasy, and seemed unable to look at her as he added, �It�s something only you can do for her.�
�You know I�ll do anything she needs. Name it.�
�Marry me.� It came out almost as a bark.
She frowned. She�d heard the words, but didn�t divine their meaning.
�What did you say?�
�I want you to become my wife. For Liza�s sake.�
Light dawned. �Yes, I see. But there�s no need-I�m not going anywhere. I�ve promised you I�ll be here for her.�
At last he rose and faced her.
�That�s not enough,� he said urgently. �You need to be her mother-legally-so that nobody else can interfere.�
�Matteo, what are you talking about? Why should anyone interfere?�
�I mean-if I weren�t here��
Like a thunderclap his meaning burst on her.
�You mean Fortese-you actually think-?�
�If he manages to kill me Liza will need you as never before. Holly, we have to be married, so that she can�t lose you as well. You�re her only hope if anything happens to me.�
�Then don�t take the risk,� she cried. �Go into hiding until they catch him.�
She thought she�d never seen so much passionate outrage in one human face.
�Back off?� he said in a voice whose softness didn�t disguise its vehemence. �Let the villains win? Can�t you understand that the only hope of defeating them is for people like me to face them, no matter what?�
�But you have a child-�
�We all have families, we�re all afraid, but if we run away then they�ve won. They take over, and what happens then to all the promises we made about protecting the world from them? What happens to our children in the world that we�ll bequeath them then? Holly, for the love of heaven, tell me that you understand!�
She nodded bleakly. �I do understand.�
�If he comes after me, I�m ready for it. But what I won�t do-can�t do-is run away.� He added with an icy bleakness that matched her own, �No matter what the cost.�
Holly tried to get away, but his hand on her arm was merciless.
�It�s not like you to duck out,� he said. �You�re stronger than that.�
�I thought I was, but you�re asking me to jump off a great height into the unknown. I don�t know you. Much of the time I don�t even like you.�
�You haven�t made a secret of that. But this isn�t about how we feel. It�s about Liza.�
�So you said. You�ll get me to do for her what you should do, the way you always have. It�s all for Liza, because you know that�s the one argument that will move me. Just like a lawyer.�
�I can�t help that. I am a lawyer-�
�And like any good lawyer you know how to go for the jugular.�
�All right, do it for me,� he shouted. �Do it so that I can sleep at night knowing I�ve protected her future. Do it so that I don�t have nightmares thinking of her alone. That little girl has lost so much�first her mother, then her father-yes, she�s lost her father. I don�t mean the other one, I mean me. I try to do my duty by her, I know she�s innocent, but it isn�t here.� He thumped his chest with his fist. �With your help I�m putting up a good pretence, but I can�t recreate the feeling-the joy I felt at just being with her, gazing at her, knowing that she was mine. I can�t give her the look she once saw in my eyes. I see her searching for it, puzzled that it�s missing, but there�s nothing I can do. Hate me for it. You can�t hate me as much as I hate myself. Think as badly of me as you like, but do this for her, and for me.�
�Matteo, please-let me think, I need time-�
�There isn�t any. I know it�s not fair to dump this on you. What a choice to face you with!� His voice took on a note of grim humour. �You could be a rich widow in a very short time. Or, if you get really unlucky, you might be stuck with me for years.�
�Stop it,� she said fiercely.
�I�m just trying to see it from your point of view.�
�Do you think I want to make light of it?� she demanded, beginning to be angry again. �Is that what you think of me?�
�I�m trying to confront this the best way I can,� he said, his voice rising again in its turn, �and you needn�t tell me I�m making a mess of it, because I know that. What is the right way? Shall I go down on one knee?�
�Don�t you dare!� she cried in horror. �I�d never forgive you.�
�Then tell me how to persuade you.�
�You can�t!�
�I must. You�re the one person in the world that I can turn to, the only one I can rely on. You�re stronger than anyone I know. In some ways you�re stronger than me.�
�But to suggest that we�Why me?�
�Because there�s nobody else I can trust to protect Liza.�
�Your mother-�
�She�s an old lady, with a sick husband to care for. Apart from her my only family is a cousin that I can�t stand. She�s grim and hard, and hell will freeze over before I let Liza fall into her hands. Once you�re my wife I can make sure you�re her legal guardian if I�m killed.
�Do this for me, Holly, I beg you. It doesn�t have to be a real marriage, just the legal formality, and I won�t ask more than that.�
�Are you saying-?�
�I�ll keep my distance, I swear it.�
Holly stood still, feeling herself trapped in the circle of his arms that had wound fiercely around her, almost like a steel cage. There was no escape, yet something perverse inside her persisted in fighting until the end.
�I can�t-I can�t-�
�You must, you must. I won�t let you go until you say yes. Holly, you have got to do this.�
She stared fixedly into his eyes, trying to read there something that would help her. But all she could see was a terrified determination to have his own way, and she was sure of it when he played his last and most unarguable card.
�If it weren�t for Liza, think where you could be now. It wasn�t me who saved you. It was her, in those first few minutes on the train, telling them your name was Holly, screaming at them to go. You owe her.�
�That�s a cheap shot,� she flashed.
He shrugged, half releasing her. �Sure it is. I�ll be as cheap as I have to if it makes you say yes. I warned you I�m not a nice man when I want something. Cross me and I�ll fight until you give in. No holds barred.�
It was true. All his least likeable characteristics were on display because he reckoned they were his best weapons. At this moment, when he was asking her to be his wife, tossing his wealth and status into her lap, part of her disliked him as never before. The other part pitied him so that her heart ached.
And it was true. She owed the little girl everything.
�All right,� she murmured. �For Liza.�
As soon as the words were out she was filled with misgiving. But she was committed now.
He dropped his hands, but still looked at her intently. �You mean it? You won�t go back on that?�
�I�ve given my word.�
Suddenly neither of them could think of anything more to say. They could only look at each other helplessly for a long moment, before opening the door, to find Galina, who�d been shamelessly listening. She was weeping with relief.
The whole household, down to the last gardener, entered into a conspiracy to prevent Liza learning about the situation. Radio and television sets were kept switched off and no newspapers entered the house.
�All fear must be kept from her,� Galina said heavily. �She must never know that her father�s life is in danger.�
Like Matteo, Galina had accepted without question that it was her duty to carry on as normal. Holly marvelled at her courage. She wasn�t so sure of her own. Already she was a part of what was happening here, caught up in a fearful dream, with no end that she could see.
�With all my heart I thank you for agreeing to become my son�s wife,� Galina said to her. �Soon I must go home to my husband. I shall feel easier in my mind, knowing that you are here to take care of Matteo.�
�I�m chiefly here to take care of Liza,� Holly said quickly.
�Yes, of course. He has explained that to me.�
�I only hope that I can do all that Matteo expects of me.�
�That depends whether you ever come to love him. You once implied that it was impossible.�
Galina�s tone contained a question, but Holly had no answer to give her.
�I don�t know any more now than I did then,� she sighed.
�But you said you�d marry him.�
�I had to. He wasn�t going to take no for an answer.�
�That�s his way,� Galina agreed. �You will have to be strong to stand up to him.�
�He says that I am. He says in some ways I�m stronger than he is.�
�I agree. I�m glad he understands himself, and you, so well. But strength isn�t enough, Holly. He will need your love. Please try to give it to him.�
She didn�t wait for a reply, but plunged deep into arrangements for the wedding. One of them was overseeing the preparation of the room that had once belonged to Carol, and which had been locked ever since. In no time Galina had an army of servants cleaning it out.
Holly felt slightly uncomfortable about this, but Galina said firmly, �You are the mistress now. You. Nobody else.�
�But Galina-�
�No ghosts,� said her future mother-in-law. �Not in this house.�
Which left Holly wondering just how much Galina had guessed.
Matteo showed no emotion when he walked into the room and heard his mother�s plans. He merely nodded, thanked her and departed.
She had feared Liza�s reaction to the wedding. While part of her loved Holly, part of her still grieved for her mother, and Holly half expected her to be upset at seeing that mother supplanted. But Liza had smiled and hugged her, and Holly understood that the child had explained it all to herself in a way that satisfied her.
She was even content to see Holly move out of her room and into the one Galina prepared for her as the new mistress of the house. It satisfied her sense of what was right and proper, and strangely made her feel even safer.
�And I�m not far away,� Holly pointed out. �Just across the corridor.�
Liza smiled, content.
A special licence was obtained for a hurried wedding, to take place in two days� time, in the private chapel at the back of the house. A few close friends were invited and everything was to be kept as secret as possible. Only Liza had any fault to find with this. She wanted to celebrate properly, and it was impossible to tell her the truth-that if the news leaked out that Judge Fallucci had married so quickly after Fortese�s escape, it would be practically an announcement that he was expecting the worst.
That this was no ordinary wedding was brought home to Holly in a dozen little ways, starting with Matteo saying, �Order your clothes online and have them delivered. On no account go into Rome.�
She didn�t have to ask why. She had said she was plunging into the unknown. Now she discovered how true that was.
Another time Matteo returned her passport to her. She studied it, her familiar name, and the face that now seemed to belong to someone else.
�So now I�m me again,� she murmured. �Whoever that is.�
The man who was to be her husband was a mystery to her. She knew that the tragedy of his marriage and his ruined fatherhood had caused him to shut down his heart. She knew him to be suspicious, harsh, exacting and alarmingly vulnerable. Beyond that she knew nothing.
Matteo spent the day before the wedding locked in his study with a civil lawyer who had brought papers for him to examine. The actual signing would take place tomorrow, immediately after the ceremony. He showed them to Holly, who saw that her legal position had been safeguarded. She was Liza�s guardian and the trustee for the child�s inheritance, which was two-thirds of Matteo�s fortune. The other third came to herself, plus a lump sum that became hers as soon as she was his wife.
When she saw the size of that sum she stared in astonishment.
�It�s only fair,� Matteo said before she could speak. �Let�s say no more about it.�
Her dress was a modest design of ivory lace, worn with a small, flowered hat. By good luck, the online store also had one small dress that exactly matched it, and Holly bought this for Liza, her bridesmaid.
The night before the wedding they were joined by his only other family members, the cousin who antagonised him and her husband. Holly disliked her on sight, and knew that it was mutual. Now she understood why Matteo was determined to keep Liza away from her, and that was a help. It enabled her to focus her whirling thoughts.
When the family was saying goodnight and mounting the stairs Matteo said quietly, �Will you give me a few moments?� and showed her into his study.
So many times they had talked in the severe room, starting with the first night, when they had faced each other as adversaries whose mutual dependence drove them mad. Now they met for a reason that was almost as difficult.
�These are for you,� Matteo said, indicating something on his desk.
She was stunned at the sight of the three-stranded pearl necklace and matching earrings. Ignorant as she was about jewels, even she could see that these were real, and fabulously expensive.
�My wedding gift,� Matteo said.
She fingered them lovingly, awed by their beauty. But then a horrid thought struck her.
�They�re not-you didn�t-?�
�No, I didn�t give them to Carol. I wouldn�t insult you like that. Carol�s jewels are locked away until I can give them to Liza. My mother chose these to go with your dress.�
If this had been a real wedding he would have chosen her gift himself. If he had loved her he would have draped the pearls around her neck and fastened them. If she had loved him she would have given him something in return. As it was-
�I haven�t got anything for you,� she said. �I�d forgotten about presents.�
�You�re already giving me the only thing I want or need. No other gift could mean anything next to that. Now, it�s getting late, and we should both retire. Tomorrow will be a heavy day.�
He held out the jewel box in businesslike fashion, she took it in the same way, and they bid each other goodnight.
Galina waylaid her on the stairs, full of delight, and led her into her new room.
�I had your things moved in here an hour ago,� she said. �There won�t be time tomorrow. You sleep here tonight.�
Her nightgown was laid out on the great bed. Her personal things were on the dressing table. There was nothing for her to do. In this drama she was really little more than a bit-player.
When she was alone she went around the room, trying to get her bearings. The house was several hundred years old, built at a time of greater formality. So the master and mistress occupied separate rooms, with a door connecting them. She stood before that door, trying to picture Matteo�s room on the other side. There was no sound and she guessed he was still downstairs.
She undressed, turned out the light and went to the window, where the curtains were still drawn back, and sat on the window seat, watching the moonlit garden. Now and then she glanced at the slight gap beneath the door where any light would show. There was none, and she wondered what he was doing downstairs. Was he finding excuses to stay there, unwilling to come to bed?
At last she heard his outer door opening and closing. But the light didn�t come on. Instead there was the sound of footsteps, then the soft click as the connecting door opened.
He had promised not to come to her, but it hadn�t occurred to her to check whether that door was locked. Now she sat, frozen, as he appeared. He was in his shirtsleeves, the collar torn open.
Slowly he went to the bed and stood there, looking down. The moon, shining in, showed clearly that there was nobody there.
He didn�t know she was there, Holly realised. Galina must have forgotten to tell him. He had come here because it was Carol�s room.
Slowly, terrified that he would notice her, she rose and moved further back into the shadows. From here she could see the outline of his face but not his expression as he regarded the bed where he had once known such joy and such bitterness. It was impossible to tell which of the two he was remembering as his eyes were deep-sunk black hollows from which all light had vanished.
He seemed to stand there forever, motionless, as though transfixed by thoughts too sad for words. Holly held her breath, afraid that he would sense her there, perhaps because her heart was beating so loudly that he was bound to hear it.
But at last he gave a sigh, as if the strength had drained out of him, leaving him only just able to stand. Slowly he turned and walked out of the room. After a moment Holly heard the key turn in the lock on his side.
Next morning Galina and Liza helped her to dress. Then they went to the chapel, where Liza took her place as bridesmaid, and they advanced down the aisle.
When Holly saw Matteo standing by the altar, waiting for her, the mists of the dream shifted and she discovered that it was really happening.
But then another reality intruded. This was a different Matteo, ten years younger, full of love and joy as he watched his beloved approach, to become his wife. That trusting young man had believed that a life of perfect happiness was opening for him.
How much of that other wedding was he remembering? Was he looking at her and seeing Carol, the one great love of his life, whose betrayal had ruined him for all other women? Did he regret this impulsive decision?
His face gave no clue. As she drew level he inclined his head to her, but he had no expression. His eyes, as he took her hand, were blank.
It went like clockwork. The words were spoken, the promises were given, the ties were bound. She was his wife.
No wedding would be complete without photographs, so they posed again and again, while one of Matteo�s friends took the shots that were expected: the bride and groom with the groom�s mother and little girl, the bride and Liza, happy together, the groom and his daughter, his mouth smiling, his eyes wary.
When it could no longer be avoided the bride and groom stood together, his arm about her shoulders. In the total unreality of this day she found it unnerving to be pressed so close to him, smiling into his face.
But there she saw that it was the same with him. His eyes met hers and his lips moved silently saying, �Bear up. Not long to go.�
It was only a moment, but it told her that they were on the same side, and after that it was easier.
The wedding breakfast was a sedate affair, with some short speeches, a few toasts. Then it was time for everyone to go. Watching the departure, Holly saw that the grounds were filled with unfamiliar figures and she realised that an extra contingent of police were guarding her wedding.
Finally the last guest had gone, although the officer in charge assured them that his men would remain in the grounds. Matteo thanked him formally and invited him into his study for �further discussion�. Relieved, Holly hurried upstairs to where Galina was putting Liza to bed.
The child was slightly shocked to see her.
�You should be drinking champagne with Poppa,� she said.
�We�ll do that later,� Holly said. �Not all weddings are alike.�
�Yes, they are,� Liza insisted. �You get married and you drink champagne, and you go away on honeymoon.�
�There wasn�t time to arrange that,� Galina said hurriedly.
�Will you have one later?�
�Not for some time,� Holly said. �Your father has a lot of work to do for the next few months.�
�But where will you go?�
�We�ll talk about that another time,� Holly improvised.
Luckily this kept Liza content for the next few minutes while she went through a list of places she considered suitable. They grew crazier with every minute and the three of them were laughing when Matteo came in.
Galina immediately declared that she was ready for bed. Before departing she told Matteo, �We were just settling your honeymoon, when you have time for it. Liza favours Timbuktu.�
To Holly�s relief Matteo joined in the game, declaring that he could think of much more outrageous places. All went well until Liza said, �I won�t come in too early. Promise.�
�Come in?� Matteo echoed.
�Your room. Remember how I used to come in, in the mornings, and bring you coffee?� She gave a happy sigh. �And you and Mamma would be all snuggled up together, cosy and warm.� She looked worried. �Don�t you remember?�
�Yes, piccina,� Matteo said in a voice that wasn�t quite steady. �I remember.�
�And it will be just the same, won�t it?� Liza asked anxiously.
Matteo couldn�t reply. Holly could feel the air vibrating with strain, and it was she who said, �Yes, darling, it�s all right. It will be exactly the same.�



CHAPTER ELEVEN

AS SOON as they were alone in her bedroom Matteo turned to face her.
�I�m sorry,� he said urgently. �I promised to keep to my own room and I meant it. I had no idea this would happen. Holly, please say that you believe me.�
�Of course I do. I know you�re a man of your word.�
�I had forgotten how Liza used to come in to see us in the mornings. I didn�t know it meant that much to her.�
�But she gave you the clue,� Holly reminded him. �She said you and Carol were �snuggled up together, cosy and warm.�� She smiled. �It made me think of a pair of cats I once had. They were elderly neuters, and they slept wrapped around each other because that way they were blissfully content. Seeing you two like that made Liza feel safe, and it�s that safety she wants back.�
�Then what do we do?�
�Give her what she wants. That�s what this is all about.�
�You mean we have to guess when she�s going to arrive in the morning? I set an alarm clock, or do you come next door and awaken me?�
She regarded him with an exasperation that had a touch of fondness.
�I don�t think that would work,� she said slowly.
They looked at each other. He spoke cautiously.
�So your suggestion is-that we spend the night like a pair of elderly neutered cats?�
�Not the whole night. Just the last half-hour. That bed must be eight feet wide. Room enough to stay clear of each other.�
He didn�t speak but his eyes said, You think so, do you? And for a moment the one kiss they�d shared flamed between them. With a great effort she put it aside.
�Unless you�ve got a better idea,� she said.
A faint gleam of humour crept into his rueful smile.
�What must you be thinking of me?� he asked.
�That you�re reacting to situations that are beyond your control, as we all are,� she said gently. �We just have to play everything by ear and hope we get it right.�
�How will we know when we�ve got it right?�
�When Liza smiles, we�ll know. That�s what it�s all about. We must never forget that.�
He nodded. After an uneasy moment he said, �I have something to give you.�
He went into his own room and she took the opportunity to change into her nightgown, relieved that she had chosen something plain and simple, not designed to be alluring. Her dressing gown, too, was elegant but not seductive.
When he returned he, too, was wearing a dressing gown, and carrying a bottle of champagne and two glasses, which he set down on a small table.
�Take these and keep them in a safe place,� he said, reaching into a deep pocket and producing papers. �They�re your copies of the forms I signed this afternoon. Everything is now in order.�
She could see that it was. She was Signora Fallucci, now a wealthy woman in her own right and possibly heiress to a large inheritance. She was also named as the guardian of Liza Fallucci, and her joint trustee, with the lawyers, for an even larger inheritance.
Everything was provided for, down to the last comma, the work of a thorough lawyer.
But when she looked up he was holding out a fluted glass of champagne.
�We drank champagne with our guests,� he said, �but this is between us. My gratitude-for today, and for the future.�
The future which might contain his death, perhaps very soon. Neither said it, but each knew what the other was thinking.
They clinked glasses.
�Any regrets?� he asked.
�Not yet,� she said lightly. �I�ll keep you informed. At any rate, this is nice and quiet.�
�I don�t understand.�
�It�s just that we seem unable to discuss anything without shouting,� she said, still in the same light tone. �It�s practically a form of communication.�
�Ah, you�re talking about my proposal.�
�Yes, I suppose I am.�
�And a few other things,� he said, considering. �I don�t normally shout and get so worked up.�
�Me neither.�
�And I�m not the bully you might think from my behaviour.�
�I know. You just like to have your own way.�
�I shout when I�m scared,� he said with a shrug. �It doesn�t happen often but-well.�
She nodded.
�I�m not scared of Fortese, but when you refused to marry me-it was like trying to seize hold of something in the darkness, only the �something� kept darting away. Usually it�s easy. A judge can mostly get what he wants by signing a bit of paper and letting other people do the work. But it was clear that no force was going to control you.
�Even when you seemed to be almost my prisoner I used to feel a moment of apprehension when I reached home in the evening, in case you�d mysteriously vanished during the day.�
�I never knew that.�
�I couldn�t afford to let you suspect. You�d have found it too easy to run rings around me. You didn�t find it very hard in any case.�
Holly stared. She had known none of this. He�d always seemed so totally dominant. Now he was revealing the weakness in his defences, and it seemed not to trouble him at all that she should know.
After a moment he went on in a reflective voice. �I think I realised how important you were going to be from the first day. I didn�t know how, but you appeared out of nowhere, and everything about you was inevitable. It almost makes me believe in fate.�
�You? A judge, believing in fate?�
�No judge is ever only a judge. He�s a man too, no matter how much he might sometimes wish�� He checked himself. �Well, anyway-it�s been a long day and I expect we�re both tired.�
�Yes,� she said. She�d had as much as she could stand for the moment, and she guessed he felt the same.
They climbed into opposite sides of the bed, solemnly bid each other goodnight and turned out the lights. Almost at once Holly discovered that she really was worn out, and when she closed her eyes she was asleep in seconds.
She awoke because a strange noise was reaching out through her sleep, seeking her, imploring her attention. As soon as she opened her eyes she realised what had disturbed her. A low growl, almost like a moan, was coming from the other side of the bed.
Matteo was lying on his front, his face turned towards her, half-buried in the pillow. One hand also lay on his pillow, clenching and unclenching as choking sounds came from him. He was talking in a language that Holly didn�t understand.
�Matteo,� she said softly. �Are you all right?�
The reply was a torrent of unintelligible words, while his hand clenched convulsively. Only then did she realise that he was still asleep.
�Matteo,� she repeated, uncertain whether to awaken him or not. The feeling of pain that came from him was too intense to be ignored.
His voice changed, becoming sharp. �No,� he said. �No-no-no-�
Then he gave a sudden, convulsive movement and threw himself over onto his back. He was breathing harshly now while, �No-no-no�� poured from his mouth.
Acting instinctively, Holly seized his hand, holding it between hers until its jerky movements subsided. At the same time the heaving of his chest became less violent.
�It�s all right,� she told him softly. �I�m here-I�m here.�
Now he lay still. The only sign of his recent disturbance was the frown creasing his brow.
�I�m here,� she repeated. �It�s going to be all right.�
Slowly the frown faded and he seemed to breathe more easily, but his hand did not release hers. Holly eased herself down in the bed, trying not to disturb him.
She had embarked on this strange marriage with little idea of what might be facing her, but telling herself that she was ready for anything. Now she wondered if she had been too rash. He depended on her for something that might be beyond her power.
Too late now. She had made promises that bound her as irrevocably as the fingers clasped around hers, while he sank back into peaceful sleep, growing still. After a long time he released her, and she was able to draw her hand away. Then she stayed as she was, watching him, motionless, until she too fell asleep.
She awoke again later to find herself sitting up, unable to remember how it had happened, but instantly alert. She must have slept for hours because the room was filled with a soft, dim light that told her dawn was breaking. Cautiously she turned her head to where he slept.
Once again he�d taken her by surprise. After the disturbance of the night she�d imagined him sleeping curled up in a defensive position, his arms a barrier against a world that had betrayed him. Instead he lay on his back, his arms flung wide, his jacket open, revealing a chest that was thick with dark, curly hair, abandoned, unprotected.
In what other way was he different from how she had imagined? How many sides did he have, and would he live long enough for her to find out?
That was the reality, she reminded herself: he might die at any moment. She closed her eyes, trying to resist the anguish that shivered through her, but it wouldn�t be denied. Somehow, while she thought she was fighting him off, he�d secured a grip on her heart.
She�d told him once that her weakness was a longing to be needed, but that was when she�d seen him as too strong to need anyone. Her real feelings had pounced on her like a tiger leaping from the darkness, overwhelming her before she realised.
The width of the bed should have been a protection. But one of his arms reached across the space between, the fingertips temptingly close. And there was no protection from the thoughts that crowded in on her. The one that hounded her most was the one kiss they�d shared on the night when the barriers began to come down, and he�d later revealed the truth about his torment.
They�d hastily replaced the barriers, but there was no way to blot out the memory of a kiss so fierce and thrilling that they�d both backed off, eyes wary, hearts in denial.
The moment had briefly glittered tonight as they talked, and she�d shut it away hastily. But in the dark warmth it had returned, taking advantage of her defenceless sleep to remind her how his body felt, pressed against hers. In just a few blazing moments he seemed to have imprinted himself on her so that he was still there, his lips touching her mouth, his hand firm in the small of her back.
That hand looked different now, relaxed, gentle. His face, too, was softer than she had ever seen it, although dark with a night�s growth of beard. His frown was gone, but she could see that the tensions of his life had not completely vanished. Beneath the surface peace was a wariness, as though life on the verge of disaster was the only kind possible for him.
While she was wondering if she should awaken him, Matteo opened his eyes and looked directly into hers. He didn�t move, but she had the feeling that a quietness had settled over him, as though he�d found what he wanted, and was glad.
�Have you been there all the time?� he whispered.
She nodded.
�Yes, of course-stupid of me-�
�Not stupid,� she said. �We aren�t used to this.�
�Thank you for being there.�
So he knew, she thought. He might not remember exactly, but somewhere, deep inside, he�d sensed her in the night, holding on to him.
His lips moved, speaking her name silently, and he reached up to touch her face, trailing his fingertips gently down her cheek. He looked almost puzzled, as though trying to understand how this had come about. When his hand settled behind her head she hesitated only a moment before leaning slowly down. She could feel him trembling and knew that he must be able to sense the same in her. This wasn�t wise but it was inevitable. She couldn�t sleep beside him all night and remain cool.
She moved slightly so that his free hand could drift naturally across her breast, and braced herself for the sweet sensation.
There was a knock at the door.
Then Liza�s voice called, �Can I come in?�
Matteo closed his eyes and a shudder went through him. Holly took a deep breath, forcing herself to be calm.
�Yes,� she called brightly. �You can come in.�
Instinctively she tried to draw away from him, thinking only of calming the tingling in her body. But he held her, murmuring, �Remember what we said? Neutered cats.�
She could have screamed at the intrusion of the homely into what promised to be magic. But he was right. So she let him draw her down so that her head fell on his shoulder, and draped an arm around his neck, just managing to settle before the door opened and Liza came in.
She beamed at what she saw, then went back outside and returned pushing a light trolley.
�I brought your coffee,� she said.
Somehow they managed to say the right words, pulling themselves up in bed, smiling and acting as though nothing could give them greater pleasure. Which, in one sense, was true, Holly thought. This was all for Liza. Remember that.
But it was hard to stick to her resolutions when she was trembling with sweet urgency as never before. Whatever Matteo had promised about keeping his distance, in another moment he would have cast virtue and honour to the winds, and made love to her with her full consent.
She took her consolation in the knowledge that the vital moment was a success. Liza�s world seemed to have tilted in the way she needed, which meant that the arrangement was working.
And there was always tonight, she thought, feeling happiness creep through her. She tried to communicate that thought to Matteo, but he seemed anxious to get back to his own room, almost unable to meet her eyes.
That night his clerk called to say that the judge was working very late. By the time he arrived home she was asleep.
Two days later Galina returned to her own home. She never spoke of the dangerous subject again, but she smiled at Holly in a way that conveyed her meaning unmistakably.
Matteo travelled everywhere with a police escort, leaving early in the morning and arriving home late. Then he would spend his time with Liza, leaving little time for Holly.
Gradually she realised that her first suspicion was correct. He was avoiding her. Now he slept in his own room, with an alarm set for the early hours so that he could join her then, slipping in on the far side and staying there. Clearly the danger that had almost engulfed them once was not to be allowed to happen again.
In her odd moments alone, Holly watched the news compulsively. One evening there was a brief snippet about Fortese. She�d seen his face before, but only in newspapers that she had hastily put aside to keep them from Liza. Now she had the chance to consider him properly.
He might be a villain but he didn�t have the face of a thug. His features were narrow, gentlemanly, and all the more chilling for that. Eyes like ice, the smile of a dead man. He had committed several murders and always escaped by bribing or frightening witnesses or the judge.
But in Matteo he had met his match. On Matteo�s orders the witnesses received double the usual protection and, although clearly scared, they had given their damn-ing testimony.
Matteo could be neither bribed nor bullied. He had imposed a sentence of thirty years. Fortese had listened, motionless, to the sentence. Then, at the very last moment, he had spoken.
�No prison can hold me,� he said. �I shall find you and kill you.�
Commotion. The police pounced and hustled him out. Judge Fallucci showed no expression as he collected his things and departed.
Watching it now, Holly felt a chill of fear consume her. Matteo could take as many precautions as he liked. Fortese would win. That was the message.
That night she undressed thoughtfully, switched out the light and sat up in bed, her arms wrapped around her knees, staring into the distance.
On the other side of the door she could hear Matteo moving around. She listened, tense, wondering if he would come in, but, as she had expected, he made no move towards her. After a while the light under the door went out.
She waited, coming to a decision. It took all her courage, but she wouldn�t turn back now. She didn�t know how much time there might be left.
At the door she raised her hand to knock, then lowered it. He was her husband, and she was blowed if she was going to knock. She tried the door and, to her relief, it was not locked.
Like so many other things about him, the room surprised her. It was small, almost monastic. In the corner was a narrow bed, on which he sat, his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped, his forehead drooped wearily against them.
He was too lost in his own thoughts to hear her enter, and didn�t know she was there until she dropped down on her knees beside him.
�I�m sorry if I disturbed you,� he said.
�Why, because you�re afraid you might have to talk to me?� she asked, looking up seriously into his face.
�No, I just�� but he gave up at once, confronted by the truth in her eyes.
�I needed to talk to you tonight,� she said. �There was a programme going back over your history with Fortese-�
�Did Liza-?�
�No, she knows nothing except that you�re unusually busy just now, but she doesn�t know why. We talk all the time, except when the physiotherapist comes to work with her leg, or a teacher comes to give her a lesson.
�When I can be alone I read the papers or watch the news, and there are so many things I want to ask you, but you hide away.�
�There�s nothing for you to worry about.�
�Don�t patronise me, Matteo,� she said, suddenly angry. �I�m not a fool. I know exactly what there is to worry about. Every day I listen for you to come home, knowing that one day you may not come. I tell myself that if it was bad news someone would telephone first, and if there�s no phone call then you�re on your way. I try so hard to believe that.
�When you enter the house I want to run and see you, to touch you and make sure that you�re real, but I keep back and let Liza have you to herself. I have to be content with staying in the shadows, but I thought we�d have more than that. The first night-�
�The first night I came close to breaking my solemn word to you-�
�Be damned to your word!� she said, so fiercely that he stared. �Stop being a lawyer all the time. All right, you promised to keep your distance but you didn�t swear an oath about it in court. That kind of foolish promise is made to be broken. What kind of man can keep such a promise with a woman he wants?�
�Who says I want you?� he demanded in a voice that was as brutal as he could make it. Much more of this and he would go mad.
But nothing worked with this woman. Instead of being dumbfounded she flung back, �You do!� in a voice of pure rage. �You tell me every moment, and you tell me most when you�re trying hardest not to. You want me as much as I want you, so for pity�s sake give up the pretence.�
She was still kneeling beside him, her face upturned, the moonlight shadowing the hollows of her breast. Moisture gleamed on his forehead as he seized her shoulders in cruel fingers.
�Will you stop this?� he demanded. �I�m trying to act like a man of honour.�
�Then be damned to your honour too. Forget it. If Fortese shoots you down, shall I engrave that on your tomb? Here lies a man of honour. He kept his word to the end, but he left his wife alone and desolate, with an empty heart.�
She drew a deep breath and took a calculated risk. �Unless, of course, honour is just another word for fear.�
�Are you mad?� he flashed at her. �Of course it�s fear. How can I not be afraid? Yes, I want you. I�ve wanted you for a long time, and that first night I nearly took you. But I�m glad I didn�t because where can it end? We�ve grown closer than we meant to, you know that. But who am I to dare to get close to a woman? To dare to l-�
�To love?� she challenged him. �Say it.�
But he shook his head.
�At any other time I�d reach out to you,� he growled, �and stop at nothing until I�d made you mine. I�d fight anyone, even you, to make you love me. I�d take you to bed and love you until you forgot the whole world, and I�d enclose your heart in mine so that we were one-if only-�
He sighed heavily.
�If only��
She tried to answer but something was making her throat ache.
�But what right do I have to try to win your love when I probably won�t be here much longer? We have to be realistic. Fortese specialises in murder. He�s practically a genius, and he�ll probably get to me.�
�Don�t-� she whispered in agony.
�I must. One day-when this is over-if we get through it-�
�We will. You�re not going to die,� she said frantically.
�I pray to God I won�t, now that I have so much to live for. But I won�t risk leaving you when our love has only just started-�
�You fool!� she said violently. �Don�t you know it�s already too late for that? Do you think our love hasn�t started just because we haven�t been to bed? Do you think the love of the heart somehow doesn�t count if the body hasn�t loved too?�
�How do you come to know so much about love,� he whispered, �when I know so little?�
�Enough,� she said, laying her lips against his. �No more. Basta!�
She had made her decision and now there must be an end to this. She only wanted him.
It was her kiss rather than his, but he gave himself to it with a whole heart, like a man who had suddenly discovered the elusive answer. He moved gently at first, exploring her lips with his own, then claiming her more deeply.
Slowly he rose, drawing her to her feet so that he could more easily remove her nightgown. His own clothes followed quickly, and she knew her own cautious moment. She was being asked to give so much trust, and for her, as for him, total trust was the last great barrier. But he seemed to understand that, drawing her gently down onto the bed with him.
�You�re right,� he growled. �It�s too late to back away.�
�I don�t want to back away. Haven�t you understood anything?�
Once she�d said that, it really was too late. At first he made love to her slowly, with a restraint through which she could still sense a thrilling urgency. And when he saw her smiling at him in dreamy delight he made love to her again, but without restraint now, so that she too could throw off the world and exist only for him.
When they lay in each other�s arms later she gave a slight shiver as the world returned.
�Summer�s over,� he said. �Now it�s getting cold at night. We should get warm again before you catch pneumonia. Let�s go back to your room. The bed�s bigger.�
�No,� she pleaded, holding on to him. �I don�t want it to be over yet.�
He nodded, catching her meaning at once. This narrow, uncomfortable little bed was the place where love had reached its first fulfilment, and they were reluctant to leave it. The grandest bed in the world could not compare.
�Let�s put something on and go under the covers, then,� he said, rescuing their clothes from the floor. Safely back in bed, they drew up sheets and blankets. There was so little room that they had to huddle together, lest one of them fall out, but they didn�t mind that.
�I can never be sorry,� he whispered after a while. �But-�
�No,� she said, laying her fingers over his mouth. �No buts. I forbid it.�
�Going to be a bullying wife, huh?�
�If you force me.�
�You�re so reckless that I admire you for it, even while it scares me. Suppose I die and leave you with a child? Have you thought of that?�
�You talk of me having a baby as though it were the worst thing that could happen, but it wouldn�t be. At least I�d have part of you left.�
�Where do you get your courage from?� he asked tenderly.
�From you.�
�And if I�m no longer there?�
�The same answer. I�ll still get my courage from you. You�ll always be there, with me. But don�t talk of that. I�m not going to be gloomy tonight. There�s too much to be happy about. You�re not going to die.�
�My darling-�
�You�re not. I won�t allow it. Do you think he is stronger than me?�
�Nobody is stronger than you,� he said fervently.
Dreams. Fantasies. The real world was still out there, still deadly. But she would fight it. She let her thoughts range free, seeking something light to bear her up, and at last a soft choke of laughter broke from her.
�What is it?� he asked, almost alarmed. �What the devil is funny about this?�
�To think I accused you of always shouting. It was me doing the shouting this time. I had to or you wouldn�t have listened. I�ll remember that in future. Shout your husband down. If he won�t shut up, at least you�ll make a great noise together.�
Laughter welled up inside him, threatening to break out in a roar that would wake the house. Instead he buried his face against her in an agony of bittersweet joy, and laughed and laughed until he wept.
As the morning light grew, Liza came along the corridor and slipped noiselessly into Holly�s room. Finding nobody there, she went to the inner door and opened it cautiously.
Looking around the edge, she saw the narrow bed, and the two who lay there sleeping, arms wrapped about each other in perfect contentment.
She crept away, smiling to herself.



CHAPTER TWELVE

NOTHING in Holly�s life recently had been what she would have once called normal, so the strangeness of the next few weeks was merely another kind of unreality.
It had its own intense sweetness. The closeness she shared with Matteo was past naming. It might have been love, but they never spoke the word, by night or day. When there were others around they maintained a friendly demeanour, full of propriety but no passion. At night they would go wordlessly into each other�s arms, sharing the joy of mutual need and fulfilment. Afterwards they would sink into the sleep of the blessed.
But hanging over this was the ever-present danger. Time passed without the police tracking down their quarry. He was nowhere. He was everywhere.
She would see Matteo off in the morning knowing that she might never see him again, and welcome him home in the evening, knowing that it might be for the last time.
The house was under permanent guard, although for Liza�s sake the men didn�t wear uniforms, and could have been gardeners. When the time came for her to go to school Matteo hired tutors so that she needed not leave the house. Between her lessons, visits from the physiotherapist and her time with Holly, she was content.
Her condition was improving, although she still had to take a nap in the afternoons. Often she argued, but Holly would hold firm, except for once when she allowed the child to stay up and finish a book that had seized her imagination. But the next day Liza seemed sleepy, and made no protest about going to bed for an hour.
Holly took the chance of a nap herself. She had had almost no sleep the night before.
She awoke to find Anna shaking her.
�The little girl isn�t well,� she said anxiously. �She�s just been sick.�
She raced into Liza�s room and found her sitting up, being comforted by a maid, who�d removed the soiled dress. The child was weeping.
�Hello, darling,� Holly said as cheerfully as possible. �Let�s see what�s wrong with you.�
�My head aches,� Liza complained.
Gently Holly laid her hand on her forehead, startled by what she found there. Liza�s temperature had climbed to an alarming height, and she was trying to cover her eyes.
�Piccina, look at me,� Holly urged.
�No, my eyes hurt,� Liza choked.
�All right, don�t worry,� she said. �Everything is going to be all right.�
Outside the door she spoke urgently to Anna. �I need the family doctor. Please call him and tell him to come quickly.�
The doctor, an elderly man who had treated the family for years, was there in half an hour. He looked grave as he took Liza�s temperature and looked at her flushed, tearful face.
When they�d left the room Holly said, �A friend of my mother had a child who suffered like this. It was meningitis.�
�That�s what I think, too. She must go to hospital at once. I�ll arrange the ambulance to take her to San Piero.�
He made the call while Holly went out to find one of the police guards and explain the situation. The man looked worried.
�Is it really necessary to move her?� he asked.
�It wouldn�t be safe not to,� Holly told him tensely.
Matteo had left her with a special phone number for the court, to be used only in emergencies. There was still an hour left before the sitting ended for the day. She dialled the number and spoke to Matteo�s clerk.
�Please tell him that his daughter is seriously ill with possible meningitis, and has been taken to San Piero,� she said tersely.
The ambulance was there fast, and within a few minutes they were on the road, streaming along the Appian Way to Rome. Holly stayed beside Liza, trying to hold her attention, but not succeeding. The little girl�s eyes were glazed, her breath came in gasps, and although she seemed to look directly at Holly it was plain that she didn�t know she was there.
�Hold on, darling,� Holly urged. �Just a little further. And Poppa��
She was going to say that Poppa would be with them soon, but suddenly the words wouldn�t come. Would he really stop work for this child who had lost her place in his heart? The answer should be, Of course he would, but, to her horror, she realised that she wasn�t sure.
It made no difference, she realised. Liza was beyond hearing. If her father was to let her down now, she might never even know.
�No,� Holly said frantically. �Darling, wake up. It�s going to be all right.�
But the only answer was Liza�s harsh breathing.
�He�ll be at the hospital,� Holly assured herself. �He hasn�t so far to travel. He�ll get there before us.�
To her relief they were turning through the main gates of the hospital. The ambulance rear doors swung open and she hastened to move out of the way of the nurses. In moments Liza was on a trolley being wheeled inside.
There was no sign of Matteo in Reception and when she asked at the desk, nobody had seen him.
Then she had no time to think of anything but Liza as she was whisked away for tests by grave-faced medical staff. A nurse asked for details.
�She was fine this morning,� Holly said wretchedly. �A little less lively than usual but I thought she�d missed out on sleep. If only-�
�It comes on very swiftly,� the nurse said. �Often there�s nothing to warn anyone until the last moment.�
�She had a nap and when she woke up she was sick�her head hurt.�
�Her father-�
�I�ve left a message for him.�
But why isn�t he here? she thought. It doesn�t take so long to get here from the court, if he left at once.
If he left at once.
But did he? Did he remember that she was not his child, and so bring the blank down over his feelings? Did he wait until the last minute, calling it his duty?
At the thought, a desolate wind seemed to sweep over her heart. In the short, precious time allowed them they had discovered so much happiness that it was painful to think of the little girl kept on the outside. Sometimes she had a wretched feeling that if Matteo couldn�t learn to accept Liza completely, then her own love for him would always remain incomplete, and perhaps would not last.
But he would be here any moment. She was sure of it.
Things began to move quickly. The doctor, who knew Liza from her last time in the hospital, confronted Holly with the final diagnosis.
�Bacterial meningitis,� he said with quiet gravity. �Which, I�m afraid, means that it�s very bad. I�m going to put her on intravenous injections of antibiotics to combat the infection. You too will need antibiotics in case you have contracted it from her, also her father.�
There was a question in his voice and Holly was forced to say, �He will be here soon. I sent a message.�
�I hope you stressed the urgency because�� he hesitated before saying slowly, �things could turn very bleak indeed, very soon.�
She nodded, sick at heart.
Matteo would not be here-at least, not in time. Liza would die without the comfort of his love, and her own love for him would wither away.
But she couldn�t think too much about that now. Whatever misery might wait in the future, only Liza mattered at this moment.
When she was allowed to see her again she found the little girl lying still, attached to machines, her face dangerously flushed. Holly touched her hand lightly, but there was no response.
Would there ever be one? Holly wondered. Or would she die without knowing that her father had finally turned his back on her?
She settled beside the bed, the child�s hand in hers, and waited in patient silence, while her heart began to harden.
The nurse stayed in the room, checking machines regularly, but Holly was aware of nothing but herself and Liza. It was as though they were both travelling down a dark tunnel that led to the unknown, with only each other for comfort. And there was nobody else with them.
Once she felt Liza�s hand move gently in hers, and her lips framed a word that might have been �Poppa�. But Holly couldn�t be sure.
Lost in this unhappy dream, she barely heard the footsteps outside. But as they grew closer she became aware of a commotion, voices raised in protest. As she looked up the door was flung open and Matteo burst in. His eyes were wild and he blurted out fierce questions as though they terrified him.
�How is she? What�s happened?�
�She has bacterial meningitis, and she�s very bad. Why didn�t you come before? I called hours ago.�
�I know that now, but I didn�t get the message at the time. I�ll tell you all about it later. Tell me she isn�t dying.�
�I can�t,� Holly said softly, moving back to let him come to the bed.
It was too much to take in quickly, but one thing reached her: he hadn�t ignored her message. He was still the man she believed in.
He sat down, taking Liza�s hand, speaking to her urgently.
�She can�t hear you, I�m afraid,� the nurse said. �She�s deeply unconscious.�
�She�s so hot,� Matteo murmured. �How did it all happen?�
Holly told him the day�s events, but she could tell that he barely heard. All his attention was for the little girl on the bed, her hand resting unresponsively in his.
�Piccina,� he said urgently, �wake up, please. I�m here. Poppa�s here.�
�No,� came a faint whisper from the bed. �He won�t come.�
Matteo and Holly looked quickly at each other.
�What did she say?� he demanded breathlessly. �I didn�t catch it.�
�She said her father won�t come,� Holly told him reluctantly.
�But I�m here,� he said frantically. �Piccina, Poppa is here.�
�No-won�t come-he didn�t come-for ages and ages-I cried for him but he didn�t come.�
�What does she mean by that?� he demanded.
She could only shake her head, desperate at her failure to help him. Her mind seemed to have seized up. He was looking at her out of anguished eyes.
�He didn�t come,� Liza murmured again.
�What can I do?� he begged. �Holly, for pity�s sake, help me.�
�I can�t, I-�
�He didn�t come,� came the feeble croak, �he didn�t even come to see us off��
Holly�s head shot up as the answer came to her with the dazzling clarity of light. She could see them, a woman and a child sitting in a garden, beside a monument, the child pouring out things she�d never told before, because there was nobody to tell.
�She�s talking about that other time,� she breathed, �just before last Christmas, when she went away with her mother and you didn�t go to the station to see them off. She knew something was wrong because that had never happened before. She�s living back then.�
�But can�t she tell that I�m here now?�
In her agitation Holly shook her head violently.
�Nothing�s happening now, don�t you see? Now doesn�t exist. She�s gone back to the time life stopped for her. When the train turned over she was caught in her mother�s arms. Carol became unconscious but Liza stayed awake. She was alone and frightened and she wanted you, but you didn�t come.�
�I knew nothing about it. Dear God!� Matteo dropped his head down onto the bed. After a moment he raised it. �What can I say to her?�
�I can�t tell you that,� Holly said. �But it must come from your heart, or she�ll know.�
�Poppa-Poppa�� Liza�s voice had risen onto a note of anguish. �Where are you?�
�I�m here, piccina.� He took both her hands in his, searching her face, trying to will her to open her eyes.
�No-no-you never came-Mamma said-I didn�t belong to you��
He grew very still then, his eyes fixed on the little girl in a kind of dread.
�Carol couldn�t have told her that,� he murmured. �She couldn�t-�
�I�m afraid she must have,� Holly said.
�But how could she do anything so cruel? How could anyone�? Then she knows everything. Oh, God!�
�No, I don�t think she does,� Holly said suddenly. �Children put their own meanings on things. She won�t understand that phrase as we understand it.�
He closed his eyes. �Please let her wake up. I have to explain to her.�
�How will you explain this?�
�I don�t know.�
The nurse brought another chair and they sat on each side of the bed. Holly reached out her hand to him, he took it but his eyes remained fixed on the little girl on the bed, breathing uneasily.
�Liza,� he said urgently, �Liza!�
There was no reply.
�No,� he said in a low voice, �no, no! Please, not now!�
Holly watched him through her tears, feeling his agony that he had learned the truth of his own heart when it might already be too late.
Silence and darkness. Time passed. It felt like a lifetime but the clock showed that it was only an hour.
Silence, deep and unfathomable.
�I was afraid you weren�t coming,� Holly said quietly.
�I suppose I deserved that, but you might have trusted me a little more. No-� he stopped himself quickly �-I don�t mean that. Why should you trust me about this? What have I done to deserve trust?�
�It isn�t your fault-�
�Not this time, but other times-you thought I�d leave her lying here ill? But I wouldn�t. I couldn�t get here sooner because I was held up by Fortese. He got into the courtroom and held us all at gunpoint.�
�Oh, dear God-�
�It�s all right. It�s over. He was too clever for his own good. He insisted on making a speech, saying exactly why he hated me, and that gave the guards time to break in. They grabbed him before he could fire, and hauled him back to gaol. He�s back behind bars right now.�
�You mean,� she breathed, hardly daring to hope, �it�s over?�
�Yes,� he said quietly. �Yes, it is.�
She should be filled with happiness, but the joy was muted by the knowledge of tragedy still threatening. The child on the bed lay motionless as they sat on either side of her. Matteo spoke her name again, but there was no response.
�It was this way once before,� he said suddenly.
�How do you mean?�
�The night we married I had a bad dream, but you drove it away. I can�t remember details now, but I can still hear your voice saying, �I�m here, I�m here.��
�I didn�t know if you�d heard me.�
�I think your voice could find me through anything. Tell me your secret because I need it desperately now. How do I reach out to my daughter?�
The words �my daughter� caused a small well-spring of happiness to start in her.
�You just did,� she said.
Liza stirred and took a long breath.
�Piccina!� Matteo was beside her at once, taking both her hands back into his. �I�m here-I�m here��
Consciously or unconsciously he was echoing the words Holly had spoken to him on their wedding night, words that shaped themselves into a promise of comfort and fidelity forever. But could that promise work again?
�I�m here-�
�Why-didn�t you come?� she cried fretfully, her eyes still closed. �Mamma said-I don�t belong to you.�
He looked up at Holly. �But what does she understand by that?�
Suddenly it came to her, the inspiration she wanted, the only thing that could help him now.
�Piccina,� she said, turning to Liza, �your parents were both very jealous about you. They each loved you so much that they wanted you just for themselves.�
He drew a sharp breath as understanding came. It was as though a light had come on inside him. He leaned closer to Liza and began to speak in a kind of imploring voice.
�Mamma said you were hers and I said you were mine-all mine, because I didn�t want to share you. We became angry, and that�s why she took you away, and told you that you didn�t belong to me, only to her.�
�But I do-belong to you?�
�Yes, piccina, you�re all mine-�
�Always-�
�Always and forever.�
Suddenly Liza took a long breath. A long, agonising silence, then she opened her eyes to see Matteo there.
�Hello Poppa,� she whispered.
�Hello,� he said shakily, dropping his forehead onto their entwined hands, while his shoulders shook.
After a moment he looked up, this time at Holly, and spoke through his tears.
�Hello,� he said.
As soon as Liza was out of danger Matteo arranged for her to come home. Her room was turned into a mini-hospital, and three nurses were hired to give her round-the-clock care.
He spent as much time with her as possible, insisting on taking time off from work, relishing his happiness, and safeguarding it.
Holly would have stood back, letting them be alone to discover each other again. But neither of them would allow that. They opened their arms, drawing her into their magic circle.
Alone with Matteo, the magic was different, profound, breathtaking. Now he could speak openly about his love, but it was when he said nothing at all that she knew it most deeply. Since the day she had drawn him back from the precipice he had placed himself in her hands entirely.
Soon it would be Christmas, the first that the three of them would share. As the weather grew colder and the leaves fell from the trees Holly found herself haunted by a strange thought. She was unsure about confiding it to Matteo. His heart had opened further than she had dared to hope, but was even his generosity enough for this last step?
One day as they sat together he gave her a sudden, curious look, and asked, �What are you thinking?�
�I just had an odd idea��
�Share it with me.�
�You may not like it.�
He smiled. �But I shall trust it.�
�All right. I was thinking that the person I feel most sorry for is Alec Martin.�
�Carol�s lover? The man who took my daughter.�
�Yes, but-�
�But he didn�t take my daughter,� he said, reading her mind as he could do so easily now. �I took his, didn�t I?�
�You�ve had her all her life. She met him only once, on the train, and she didn�t like him.�
He nodded, beginning to understand.
�Carol did him a wrong, just as she did me-perhaps more so. All that time he had a lovely little daughter, and he didn�t know.�
�It�s you she loves,� Holly said.
�Yes, and me she snuggles against and kisses goodnight. I thought he�d taken everything away from me, but actually it was the other way around.�
He walked slowly out into the garden, and this time she made no effort to go with him. He needed time to clarify his own thoughts. She had given him the lead, but the conclusion must be his own.
He didn�t mention it again for two days, but then he said, �I need to go out. Will you come with me?�
In the car he explained, �It took me a while to check out where he was buried, but I�ve found him now. I was afraid that they might have taken him back to England, but it seems that he had no close family to care.�
The cemetery was small and bleak, a place for people whom nobody wanted. Here were no beautiful monuments, only small, ugly slabs that almost seemed to shrink with the cold. At last they found Alec Martin�s, with his name and dates.
�He was only thirty-three when he died,� Matteo said. �And his whole adult life had been taken up making enough money to claim his family back from me. Now he has nothing.
�I�ve hated him, but I never before wondered how much he must have hated me.�
He was silent for a moment before looking at the grave and speaking, almost as though there were someone there who could hear.
�I came here today�� He hesitated, and for a moment Holly thought he would be unable to go on. But then he lifted his head. �I came to say thank you for our daughter, and to promise you that I�ll always look after her.�
His face softened. �You have my word on that.�
He drew Holly�s hand through his arm and led her away from the loneliness. The air was cold with frost and dusk was falling, but through the trees they could see lights, beckoning them on to another place, where there was warmth, hope and new life.
Just before they reached the lights he stopped and said, �But for you, I could never have understood. I could never even have made a beginning.�
�The beginning will go on,� she promised.
�Only if you�re with me.�
�I will be-always.�
He kissed her tenderly.
�Let�s go home,� he said.
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CHAPTER ONE

EMPTY offices were dark and spooky at night.
Callie Stevens took the stairs. She didn�t want to use the elevator. Too noisy, and the last thing she wanted was to draw any attention from the night watchman.
By the time she�d climbed to the fifth floor of ACW Properties, she was beginning to rethink that position. But she had to be careful. After all, she�d just been fired by Harry Carver, the elderly CEO. She wasn�t supposed to be here at all.
Reaching the sixth-floor landing, she stopped to catch her breath and listen for signs of life. Glass sconces lined the hallways giving off a dim light, but nothing was stirring. A sigh of relief and she made her way toward the area where her little cubicle stood among all the rest.
The light from the hallway cast an eerie spell over the room, lengthening shadows and making hiding places where they weren�t meant to be. She stopped for a moment, orienting herself and feeling a sharp pang of regret. She�d liked this job. She was going to miss it-and the money that went with it.
Looking around quickly, she finally saw the object of her quest-her treasured orchid plant. She�d left it behind during the hectic ten minutes they�d given her to clean out her desk before escorting her off the premises. She�d been afraid someone might have thrown it in the trash, but there it was up on the high corner of a metal bookcase.
She glanced around quickly for something to climb on. There was no stepladder, so she pushed a chair over and hopped up, stretching high. Her fingers could barely reach. She�d just made contact with the ceramic pot that held her floral darling when the lights of the room snapped on and a deep male voice sent a shock wave slicing through her.
�Looking for something, Ms. Stevens?�
She screamed.
It wasn�t a very loud scream, more of a yelp, really. But it was enough to cause her to lose her balance. She grabbed at the edge of the shelf, but it was too late. She was falling and so was the ceramic pot with the orchid she�d come back to rescue.
She hit bottom with a thud, but not the sharp, painful smack she�d expected. It took a couple of seconds for her adrenaline to fade and her mind to register that the man who�d startled her had stepped forward and tried to break her fall, and that she�d smashed him to the floor for his trouble-and now they were locked together in an embarrassing tangle of hair and limbs.
This was not good.
�Oh!�
She scrambled to her feet and looked down at him. It was Grant Carver-her ex-supervisor-nephew of the CEO who�d fired her and just about the last person she wanted to see.
He looked a bit dazed. She could probably make a run for it and get away. She drew in a sharp breath, wondering�
But then she saw the ooze of blood at the corner of his mouth and she gasped. The back of her head must have hit him in the face.
�Oh!� she cried again, dropping to her knees beside him. �Are you all right? Oh my God, you�re hurt.�
His deep blue eyes opened and regarded her coolly from beneath thick, dark lashes. �Ya think?� he murmured. Grimacing, he reached up to touch his lip and drew back a bloody hand.
�Oh, I�m so sorry,� she said. �What can I do?�
�Here�s what you can do,� he said, his voice husky. �You can walk over to that desk.� He gestured toward the supervisor�s desk.
She jumped up and did as he suggested, looking back at him questioningly. �This one?�
�Yes.� He nodded, and winced in a way that made her bite her lip in regret. �Now you can pick up that phone.�
She did so, still watching him for directions.
�And you can dial 9 for building security. Tell them to call the police. We�ve got an intruder who needs arresting.�
�Oh!� She slammed the phone back down.
She should have known. All her compassion drained away. She�d worked with Grant Carver quite a few times in the year and a half she�d been here and she had yet to figure him out. Though he was cool and somewhat sardonic on the surface, she�d often sensed an underlying current in him that disturbed her. The man had secret demons.
Most of her female co-workers tended to swoon as he passed, but she�d never been one to fall for wide shoulders and crystal-blue eyes. She knew from experience that male beauty could hide a shriveled soul.
Still, did it matter? She didn�t really believe he would have her arrested. Tongue-lashed, certainly. But arrested? No.
�Sorry to disappoint you,� she said, walking slowly back to stand with hands on her hips over where he�d pulled himself up into a sitting position on the floor.
He was rubbing the back of his dark head as though he�d hit it hard enough to get a lump. He was still dressed in suit pants and a white shirt, though that was open at the neck and his tie and suit coat were missing. She couldn�t ignore the fact that he was a very large, very handsome man. But that hadn�t mattered when she�d worked for him. Why should it matter now?
�You�re not going to have me arrested,� she told him firmly, watching as he pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and held it to his cut lip.
He looked skeptical. �I�m not?�
She shook her head. �No, you�re not.�
�I don�t know,� he said doubtfully, looking up at her. He began counting off the charges on his fingers. �Trespassing. Possibly breaking and entering. Definitely assault and battery. Assault with a deadly�� He frowned. �What is that thing?�
She picked the remnants up off the floor. The purple glazed pot was in pieces, but the inner plastic container looked unharmed. It held a couple of leathery leaves and a long stalk with a full violet blossom wobbling giddily at the end of it.
�It was an orchid pot.�
�Okay. Assault with an orchid pot.�
He considered that for a moment, frowned slightly, then shook his head. �On second thought, maybe we ought to skip the phone call,� he said, rising effortlessly to his feet and towering over her. �I can exact my own brand of punishment.�
That gave her a momentary shiver, but she would rather eat dirt than let him see her squirm. She tried to tell herself that his height was partly exaggerated by the finely tooled cowboy boots he wore, but she knew the truth. He was tall.
�I hardly think that will be necessary,� she said, holding his gaze with her own, no shivers showing.
�And I hardly think you�re in the position to make these decisions,� he shot back.
�Look, the only reason I fell was because you startled me.� A thought occurred to her and she frowned. �What are you doing here, anyway?�
He stared at her. �What am I doing here? It�s my family�s company.�
She shrugged. She wasn�t going to give up any ground if she could help it. �I thought you were off in West Texas somewhere for the week.�
�I�m back.�
So it seemed. Just more of her bad luck. �It�s after hours. This building is supposed to be empty.�
He looked at her as though he�d decided she had a screw loose after all. �Oh, I see. So I�m the one not following rules.�
Ridiculous. She knew that. But what the heck-the best defense was a good offense. She�d heard that many times. And she certainly had no intention of begging for mercy. So what else could she do?
�Exactly,� she said, holding his gaze. �You�re certainly the one who caused all the trouble.�
He stared at her and suddenly, he grinned. And then he laughed.
She stepped back, startled again. Who knew he even had a sense of humor? She felt hesitant, thrown off guard. She was perfectly comfortable defending herself against a strong man, but she wasn�t sure what to do with a man who laughed.
�Oh, I don�t know,� he drawled at last, eyes sparkling. �I say we blame it on the orchid. That makes about as much sense.�
She looked down at what she�d gathered in her hands. Watching her, he held back a chuckle. She seemed to be taking him so seriously. And that reminded him of what he�d always liked about her. She wasn�t a flirt.
He�d had his fill of flirts. Women sometimes seemed to respond to him like flowers opened to the sun. There�d been a time when he�d reveled in it. But that time had long since passed. Now it just got in the way.
Not that he was dead to physical appeal. With her thick blond hair and her large dark eyes, Callie Stevens was a looker and he had the same involuntary attraction to her any normal man would have. Still, he was experienced enough to know it didn�t mean a thing. It would never touch him where he lived. Nothing much did anymore. Life was more tolerable that way.
�Orchids are plants,� Callie was saying, looking at him with a crease between her brows that told him she knew he�d been teasing her, but wanted to challenge him anyway.
�Agreed. So what?�
She looked triumphant. �No free will. You can�t assign blame to them. They have no choice in how they�re flung about.�
He had the grace to pretend chagrin. �I�ll have to admit, you�ve got a point there,� he said.
She hesitated only briefly. If he was admitting things, it was definitely time for her to make a grand departure.
�Of course I do,� she said regally. �Now if you�ll excuse me��
She turned to go, but his hand on her arm brought her to a halt before she�d made a convincing attempt at a getaway. She looked up at him, wishing she could read the intentions in those clear blue eyes.
�Hold it,� he was saying. �We�re not finished here.�
For the first time, she really did feel uneasy. She was alone in a darkened building with a man she really didn�t know all that well. She�d been one with six others in the research group under Grant Carver, but they were only one of four groups he supervised. She had worked closely with him on a couple of projects, but there�d been a natural reserve between them and it hadn�t only come from her end of the relationship.
She�d had a strange encounter with him once, months ago, where he�d made a proposal that was so off-the-wall, she sometimes wondered if she�d dreamed it. She�d turned him down and he hadn�t seemed to hold it against her. But it had made her wonder about him. She knew there was tragedy in his life. If she hadn�t known it from the office buzz, she would have recognized it in the depths of his eyes.
But that was all he�d ever revealed. In fact, she�d probably seen more honest emotion from him tonight than she�d seen in over a year of working for him.
For some reason, her attention dropped to his open shirt and stuck there for a beat too long. It wasn�t as though she could actually see anything. The lighting cast dark shadows on his chest. But the fact that the crisp white fabric that was usually closed behind a tie now lay open, exposing something mysterious, was somehow intimate and exciting in a way she hadn�t expected. Her pulse stuttered in surprise and began to race.
But she couldn�t let him know.
�I�m finished,� she responded, looking back up quickly. �I came for my orchid and I�ve got it.�
�There must have been an easier way,� he noted dryly.
�Probably,� she said. �But I never seem to do things the easy way.�
He nodded. �You do things in a pretty good way, from what I�ve seen. As I remember it, you worked on the Ames Ranch project last year, didn�t you?�
Work. Yes, if he kept this on a professional level, she could handle it. If only he weren�t touching her. His fingers had curled around her arm in a casual grip, but when she tried to pull away, he didn�t budge. For all intents and purposes, he had her trapped.
�Yes, sir, I did,� she said stoutly.
�And quite handily, too.� His handsome head tilted as he studied her from narrowed eyes. �You were the only one on the staff who seemed to understand what the hell was going on most of the time.�
You actually noticed? She didn�t really say it, but it was on the tip of her tongue. But she would have followed that up with, Why didn�t you give me any credit for that at the time?
He was gazing at her speculatively. �I think we could do some good work together. I�ve got a new project coming up��
Her eyes widened. Tossing her thick blond hair back, she stared right into his deep eyes.
�Too late. Your uncle fired me today. Didn�t you know?�
She�d expected him to react with surprise. Maybe even shock. After all, he�d just admitted she was one of the best employees he had. When he realized what had happened surely he would do something to straighten things out. Surely he would tell her he�d reprimand whomever it was that put her on the list for layoffs. Maybe he would invite her to come back and even give her a nice fat raise to make up for�
Her head jerked as she came out of her dream and heard how he actually responded to her announcement of her firing.
�Yes, I know.�
�You know?� she echoed stupidly.
He knew. He�d probably put her on the list on purpose. Hey, fire the blond chick-she�s good but she gets on my nerves. Smart is one thing, smart aleck is another. Get rid of her.
Suddenly she was furious-as angry as she�d been when she�d first heard she was a goner. Pulling away from his grip on her arm, she turned on him fiercely.
�But you think you know everything, don�t you? Did you also know I just lost my second job, the one I use to help get out of a mountain of debt that�s about to eat me alive? Did you also know that I�m about to be evicted from my apartment because I can�t pay the rent? Do you ever think about things like that when you casually toss people overboard? Or are we just like chess pieces in a big, careless game that doesn�t mean a thing to you?�
His handsome face could have been cut from stone. �Are you finished?�
�No! There are others just like me. Everyone in the research department, in fact. We were all living by the skin of our teeth, paycheck to paycheck�because you don�t exactly pay a lot to your lower-level employees, do you? And now every one of us is out on her ear, wondering where the next meal is coming from��
�Okay, enough,� he demanded, stopping the words in her throat. �Can the outrage, Norma Rae. We don�t encourage peasant rebellions around here.� He�d pulled out another handkerchief and was wiping at the blood on his face and dabbing at the mess it had made on the front of his shirt.
�Imagine the damage you could have done with a pitchfork,� he muttered.
A sharp retort sprang to her lips, but before she could get the words out, she noticed that the bleeding was worse than she�d thought. She had to bite her lip to hold back a small cry. Every instinct in her wanted to leap forward and do something about the wound. Heal him. Maybe even comfort him. After all, it was pretty much her fault, no matter what she said to him.
The funny thing was he�d never looked more attractive to her. His dark hair was mussed, some of it falling down over his forehead. And there was a sort of vulnerability to him because of the cut and the blood and all. He usually looked so invincible. It was a refreshing change in a way.
And then he ruined it all by looking up with his mouth twisted in the usual sardonic style.
�Come along, my little attempted murderess,� he said, turning toward the corridor. �You�re going to have to fix what you�ve broken.�
She followed willingly enough as he led the way to his office. Guilt was making her pliable for the moment.
She hadn�t been in his office very often. She knew women who looked for any excuse to make a visit here, but she wasn�t one of them. As the best-looking unattached male-and the CEO�s nephew-he was considered quite a catch.
She�d never found him all that attractive herself. Too much arrogance there. That take-charge attitude did nothing but put her off. It reminded her too much of her short but miserable marriage. Not that Grant was anything like Ralph, really. At least Grant�s arrogance was based on a certain level of competence. Ralph�s had been mostly bluster.
Still, she�d vowed she would never again let a man rule her life the way her husband had tried to rule hers all those years and she tended to stay clear of men like Grant.
His office was a lot like him-handsome and well-maintained. Plush carpeting muffled sound; leather, wood and black glass provided a rich atmosphere. One framed photograph, set high at the back of the office, immediately drew the eye. The beautiful dark-haired woman holding an even more beautiful dark-eyed toddler had to be the wife and child she knew had died in a horrible car accident a few years ago.
The tragedy of losing a child-she could hardly bear to think of it. They said he�d changed after the accident. That he became a completely different person. She had no way of knowing what he�d been like before, but she found it hard to believe he�d been full of joy and laughter and the milk of human kindness in his earlier incarnation. The man she knew was totally focused on business and success and not much else.
So�just as she was a widow, he was a widower. She�d never put those two identities together like that before. Just the thought made her jump back mentally, as though she�d put her hand on a hot stove. No, she didn�t want to go there.
�So, where is your first-aid kit?� she asked. She put the pieces of her orchid pot on the desk and turned, noting there was a door leading to a private bathroom.
�I�ll take care of the cut,� he said, beginning to shrug out of his shirt. �You take care of the bloodstains on this.�
He held out the shirt to her but she had a hard time noticing. Her attention was caught and held by the incredible sight of his beautiful torso.
Men his age weren�t supposed to look this good. He had to be in his thirties. By then, most males she knew had started to let lust for potato chips and beer overcome the desire to work out at the gym. Somebody had forgotten to clue Grant in to the routine. He was as gorgeous as a Greek statue.
And just as cold, she reminded herself quickly, working hard to keep her breathing steady.
She felt numb as she took the shirt and started toward the sink in the bathroom. Had she stared too long? Had he noticed? Oh please, don�t let him have noticed! She turned the faucet up high and began scrubbing at the shirt with all her might.
�I don�t know,� he was saying, and there he was right behind her again, looking into the mirror over her head and dabbing at the wound. �What do you think? Iodine? Mercurochrome?�
She turned to look at his cut, but he was standing much too close and all she could look at was the golden skin, the stunning muscles. Could she actually feel the heat from his body? He smelled so good, like soap and fresh-cut grass. For just a moment, she was overwhelmed by the need to touch him. It swept over her in a choking wave and she felt herself yearning toward him. Every part of her wanted to feel that beautiful flesh.
It had been far too long since a man had held her in his arms.
�Oh!� she cried, turning back. �Go out,� she ordered, staring down at the white shirt still in the sink and pointing toward the door.
�What�s the matter?�
�You�re like�naked!�
�I�m not naked. I just don�t have a shirt on.�
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. �You�re naked. Either you go out or I will.�
He was about to say something. She could feel him revving up for it. He was either going to blast her for being ridiculous or tease her for being a ninny. She gritted her teeth, getting ready for it.
But to her relief, he resisted the temptation and quietly left the room. She sighed, knowing she�d given the game away. But there had been nothing else she could have done, except maybe to run screaming from the room herself.
It wasn�t really him, she told herself a bit hysterically. It was just�well, she was a woman, after all. And he was the most gorgeous man she�d been this close to in a long, long time. Still, she wished she hadn�t revealed herself that way.
She finished washing his shirt and when she came out into the office, she found him pulling on a T-shirt he�d found somewhere. It hugged his bulges and emphasized his assets, but it was better than his being naked.
�I hung your shirt on a hook in the bathroom to dry,� she told him without meeting his gaze.
He turned to look at her, reminded immediately of what he liked about her. She was efficient and to the point. Her smile didn�t drip with saccharin and she didn�t bat her eyes. He�d been surprised at the way she�d reacted a few minutes before. Usually she was almost as careful and controlled as he was.
And that was why he�d thought she might be interested in a business proposition he�d put to her a few months before. She�d responded as though he�d asked her to sign over her soul to him and he thought she�d overreacted. Still, he hadn�t been able to get the possibility out of his mind ever since.
�Am I allowed this close to you?� he teased.
�As long as you�re dressed,� she said calmly, flashing a sharp look his way. �Naked men make me nervous.�
�Me, too,� he said. �Naked women, on the other hand��
�Should obviously be kept out of your reach.�
He laughed. �Don�t get the wrong idea. I�m just a tame family man.� Reality flashed into his mind and his smile faded. He had no family anymore.
�Or at least I used to be,� he murmured softly, staring into space.
Funny. It had been almost two years since Jan had died. There were now times when he could go a few days without the wave of nausea, the sharp pain in his heart and the cramping of his stomach muscles at the thought of her and what he�d lost. And then it would come again, slapping him in the face when he least expected it. Like now.
She was the only woman he�d ever loved or ever could love. And because of that, he almost welcomed the pain. Anything that would bring her closer for a moment. He would never get over it. He didn�t want to get over it. Jan was still his wife, now and forever.
On the other hand, he ached for a child. His little Lisa had been as beloved as a baby could be and he missed her almost as much as he missed Jan. But over the last year or so, the need for another child had been growing in him. He wanted a son. A baby to fill up the hole in his heart. A child to give him a future.
�Are you thinking this way because of Granddad?� his sister, Gena, had asked him just the other day when he�d hinted at his longing. �I know he�s on all the time about wanting you to marry again so you can have a son to carry on the name.�
��Grant Carver, the name of Texas heroes�,� he quoted his grandfather in a voice very like his, and they both laughed. �No, this has nothing to do with getting married.�
�Children usually come with mothers attached,� she�d warned him.
She meant a wife, of course. She thought he ought to look for someone to marry.
�I�ll find a way around that,� he�d told his sister artlessly.
�You can�t have a baby without getting married,� she�d insisted.
�Oh, yeah? Watch me.�
But he wasn�t as confident as he pretended. He�d looked into the various options open to him and had found it wasn�t as easy as you might think. You couldn�t just order up a new kid the way he�d bought his new Lamborghini. Not if you wanted the child to actually carry your genes.
And that was what he wanted-deeply, passionately, with all his heart. He just wasn�t sure how he was going to be able to make it happen.
�Do you have any family around you?� he asked Callie curiously. He knew she was a widow, but he didn�t know much else about her circumstances. �Any parents or aunts and uncles?�
She had the look of someone who was thinking of edging toward the door.
�Family?� she repeated. �Uh�no, not really. I�m pretty much alone.�
Leaning against his desk, he dabbed at the blood on his lip again. �Everybody needs some sort of family,� he advised her. �I just spent the last few days at a friend�s family reunion in San Antonio. Watching all those people enjoy each other and care about each other and depend on each other really brought it home to me. We all need other people in our lives.�
And I need a son.
He didn�t say it aloud, but somehow he almost felt she heard his thoughts. Watching her eyes change, he knew she was thinking of the same thing he was-of that rainy fall day about six months before when he�d nipped into his cousin�s medical clinic and found Callie Stevens sitting in the waiting room.
Babies-that was his cousin�s business. Ted ran an infertility clinic that specialized in in vitro fertilization. Tortured by his longing for a child to love, Grant had stopped in to see if he could get some information from his cousin about surrogate mothering-without actually planning to come clean on why he was asking about it.
And there was Callie, flipping nervously through a food magazine. He�d nodded in recognition. She�d turned beet-red and nodded back, then pretended fascination in tofu recipes. And he�d left without the information he�d come for, but with a new curiosity in just what a woman like Callie had been doing in his cousin�s waiting room.
As a widow, could it be that she, like him, longed for a baby but didn�t want the complications of another relationship? The thought was tantalizing and he�d spun a whole scenario around it, getting more and more enthusiastic. His cousin�s office wasn�t the first place he�d gone to find out about surrogates. He�d gone as far as to interview candidates at two other clinics. And he hadn�t been impressed. But if he could interest a woman like Callie Stevens�
He knew instinctively she would never have a baby for mere money. So what could he do to provide an incentive? He�d mulled it over for days and thought he�d come up with a plan that would be mutually advantageous. She obviously wanted a baby. He could provide the support for her if she had a child for him-and then stayed on to basically be the child�s nanny. That way they both could get what they wanted.
It sounded good to him.
The next day he called her into his office and ran it past her. She�d acted like he was setting up a baby smuggling ring and wanted her to provide the baby. She couldn�t get out of his office fast enough. He was actually afraid she might quit her job or file some kind of harassment suit.
She hadn�t done that, but she had acted very wary around him for a while. He hadn�t brought it up again. But the possibilities were provocative, and he�d done his share of wondering-what if?



CHAPTER TWO

�YOU�RE bleeding again,� Callie said, jerking Grant�s attention back to the present situation. �We really need to do something about it. You need a doctor.�
�Oh, no,� he said, dabbing at the wound. �I can do this myself.�
�No, you can�t.� She shook her head in exasperation. �I know you�re a control freak, but you can�t control everything yourself. There�s a time to admit when you need help.�
His blue eyes rose and held her gaze. There was nothing warm there, no teasing, no humor.
�What makes you think you know me, Ms. Callie Stevens?�
�I don�t really know you, Mr. Grant Carver, but I know your type.� She was on a roll. Things seemed to work much better when she took the initiative. He was scary in his way, but he could be tamed. At least, she hoped so.
�My type? Please, enlighten me. What is my type?�
She tried to glare at him but it didn�t come off. He looked strangely vulnerable in the T-shirt with his mouth still bleeding. Like a fighter after a fight. All his hard edges were blurring a bit.
�Go on,� he pressed. �I want to know what you think �my type� is.�
�Okay.� She raised her chin. �Type A for arrogant. Type C for controlling. Type T for tyrant. Should I go on?�
�I get the picture. You don�t like me very much, do you?�
She blinked at him and words stuck in her throat. Like him? What did that have to do with it? She didn�t really know him, just as he�d said. What right did she have to be name-calling? Suddenly she regretted that she�d let herself tumble down this blind alley.
His handkerchief was soaked with blood and he was fishing in his desk for another one. The cut seemed to be getting worse the more he fooled with it.
She frowned. �I think you should sit down while we figure out what to do about your face,� she said.
He looked up at her with a spark of humor in his eyes. �You don�t like my face, either?� he said, managing to make it sound pathetic in a way guaranteed to touch her heartstrings.
She bit her lip to keep from smiling at him.
�Sit down,� she said.
�I don�t need to sit down, I��
Reaching out, she flattened her hand against his chest and gave him a shove into the large leather desk chair behind him. He let her do it and didn�t resist, sinking down into the leather and watching her curiously, as though he was interested in what she thought she was going to do with him next.
�Now pick up the phone and call a doctor,� she ordered.
He gave her a skeptical look. �Be serious.�
�I�m serious as a heart attack. You need help. I�m not leaving you here to bleed to death in the night. Pick up that phone.�
�At the rate my blood is flowing, it�ll take a week to bleed to death,� he scoffed. But he did glance at the soaked handkerchief. Still, he hesitated. �Listen, my sister�s a general practitioner. She can take care of it-if I decide that�s necessary.�
She motioned toward the telephone. �Call her.�
�What are you talking about? It�s after ten o�clock. I can�t call her.�
�Call her. She won�t mind.�
His dark eyebrows rose. �Do you know her?�
She gave him a tight smile. �I know sisters.�
He stared at her for a long moment, and then something changed in his face.
�All right.�
He picked up his cell and punched in a code, then put it to his ear. �Hi, Gena. It�s Grant. Sorry to call so late, hon. No, nothing�s wrong. I just wanted to say �hi� and��
It must have been because he didn�t see the move coming that she was able to get the phone away from him so easily. It obviously hadn�t occurred to him that anyone would do such a thing. But she could tell his conversation with his sister was going nowhere, so she turned, zeroed in on her target and snatched the receiver right out of his unsuspecting hand, then quickly moved out of his reach while she pressed it to her ear.
�Hi, Gena. This is Callie Stevens.�
�What the�?� he growled.
She waved away his rude expletive.
�You don�t know me. I work�er, I used to work for your brother. I just wanted to let you know that he�s just had an accident��
Grant swore again, but she ignored it.
�No, no, he�s fine. But he is�damaged, so to speak.� She made a face at him. �He�s got a cut lip and it looks like it needs stitches to me. It keeps bleeding, and�Oh, great. Yes, we�re at the office. Thanks.�
She handed him back his telephone and gave him a superior smile. �She�s coming right over.�
�What?�
�She said she�s only minutes away.�
�Wait one dang-burned second here,� he said, his blue eyes frosty. �I�m getting confused. Who got fired today, you or me?�
The superior smile was working, so she kept it up. �You�ll be taken care of. So I figure we�re even now. And I�m leaving.�
His expression hardened. �Not yet. The key, please.� He held out his hand.
She bit her lip and tried to look innocent. �What key?�
�The one you must have used to get into the building tonight.�
Oh, that key.
It was one she�d had for opening the office early a few months before and she�d found it with her things when she�d gone through the boxes of stuff from her desk. Reaching into her pocket, she pulled it out and handed it to him.
�Wait a minute,� he said. �I need to talk to you.�
She turned toward the door. �Write me a letter.�
He rose and followed her. �I�m quite serious. I�ve got something I need to discuss with you. I�ve got some ideas on ways we could use you here at ACW. How would you like your job back?�
There was a certain sense of satisfaction in hearing his words. This was almost an apology, wasn�t it? At any rate, it was an admission that she shouldn�t have been fired.
Yeah. That and a quarter will get you a ride on a pony. Big deal.
She turned back and studied his eyes. �You could do that?�
�Of course. I wouldn�t have let my uncle fire you in the first place if I�d known his plans. I�ve been out of the office all week, as you know, and I only found out that he�d scuttled the entire research department when I got back this afternoon.�
She hesitated, considering. �What makes you think I would want to come back to a place that�s treated me so shabbily?�
He looked pained. �Please, no more self-righteous speeches. I thought you desperately needed this job. What happened to all your tales of woe?�
She started to speak, then thought better of it and shook her head. But she turned back, because she�d forgotten her orchid again. It would be completely ridiculous to leave it behind after all the trouble she�d taken to get it.
�You weren�t really lobbying to get your job back, were you?� he said, eyes narrowing. �You were just trying to make me feel bad. Is that it?�
She looked up at him and didn�t answer. What could she say? He was only partly right.
For some reason, this seemed to anger him. His hand gripped her arm, fingers curling around it.
�Just between you and me, Ms. Stevens,� he said coolly, staring down into her eyes in a way that made her heart pound, �I don�t feel bad. I never do.�
Her breath caught in her throat. She prepared to yank her arm away from his grip, but he released her before she had the chance.
�Just be here first thing in the morning,� he said. He glanced at the open calendar on his desk. �Oh, wait. Damn. I�ve got a couple of important meetings in the morning. It�ll have to be after lunch.� He looked up at her. �How about two o�clock? Right here in my office.�
She couldn�t muster any more of the superior smile shtick. Her lips were beginning to ache. So she made do with a superior shrug. �I�ll think about it.�
He saw right through her facade. �I�m sure you will,� he said, his voice tinged with just a touch of sarcasm. �And while you�re at it, think about this.� He gathered her pot shards and the still-perky orchid plant and stuffed them into a drawer in his desk. �You don�t get your orchid unless you show up.�
She sprang toward him, as though to rescue her plant, but he was ready for her this time and she stopped herself at the last second to avoid another close contact with his large, hard body.
�You can�t do that,� she cried in outrage. �That�s my property!�
It was his turn to try the superior smile.
�And you are here after breaking into my property. So I guess we�re even again.�
She felt like pouting. Jaw rigid, she held out her hand. �May I have my orchid, please?� she said.
�You know, I don�t think I�m going to let you take it.�
She glared at him. �That�s despicable.�
A half smile was curving his full lips. �I think I�m going to hang on to it to make sure you come back tomorrow.�
�That�s�that�s like blackmail.�
He considered her charge. �No, more like bribery.�
�Whatever. It�s illegal.�
He smiled. �So sue me.�
�I just might do that,� she said, though they both knew there wasn�t a chance in the world of that happening. �And you know what? If I�d had the chance, I�m sure I would have fired you.�
And with that nonsensical statement of defiance, she turned and stormed off, taking the stairs again because she needed to work out her anger on something physical in order to keep from killing the man.
It was long past midnight. Grant still sat behind his desk, staring moodily at the dark window. His sister, Gena, had come and gone, working her medical magic, and now half of his face felt numb. But that wasn�t what had him brooding. His encounter with Callie was nagging at him like a burr under a saddle. He�d mulled it over and he�d come to a decision.
Callie Stevens was the perfect woman to have his baby.
He remembered when he�d brought it up to her before. Her reaction had been extreme in his opinion. She was so calm and logical about most things. Why wasn�t she logical about this? The entire plan the way he�d presented it to her would be to her benefit-that was just so obvious. And yet he knew if he came at her from that perspective again, she would react just as irrationally as she had before.
There was only one thing for it: he had to figure out how to appeal to her better nature and get her to see things his way. What was he going to do if she didn�t show up tomorrow at two o�clock? What if she decided that she didn�t really want to work for him and her orchid wasn�t worth another run-in?
He couldn�t wait for that. He would have to go to her before she had a chance to develop a real program of opposition. He didn�t know where she lived but there must be a record of that in the files.
That was what he would do. He looked at his couch and grimaced. He would catch a few hours� sleep, take a shower in the washroom and take her orchid plant to her. That would make a good excuse. He shouldn�t have kept it anyway. That was a foolish thing to do and he regretted it. He would stop off and pick up some doughnuts to take along as a peace offering. Just a friendly visit. That way he could get the lay of the land, see how things were with her where she lived. Maybe get an idea from her situation. Become friends with the woman.
He shrugged. It was worth a try.
�So, is he incredibly sexy?�
Tina Ramos was keeping a straight face, but the mischievous light in her dark eyes gave her away. She sat on the well-worn couch, her legs folded in around her, a cup of steaming coffee in her hands.
Callie stared at the friend who shared her apartment with her. They were sitting in the living room, watching Tina�s thirteen-month-old daughter play with a round plastic toy on the floor in front of them. Callie had just finished telling Tina about what had happened the night before when she�d gone in search of her abandoned plant.
�Sexy? What? Who?� Despite her words, she knew she sounded artificially dismissive. She wasn�t fooling anyone.
�Grant Carver, of course,� Tina said with affected nonchalance. �We already know he�s incredibly handsome.�
Callie was astonished. �Oh, really? And just how do �we� know that? I�ve never said a thing about his looks.�
�And never noticed either, I suppose.�
�Well��
�Oh, come on, Callie.� Tina was laughing. �You should see the way you look when you talk about him.�
�That�s crazy!� Blood was rushing to her cheeks. She could feel it. It had to be because this line of conversation was so darn annoying. Had to be. �I�ve never thought twice about the man.�
Tina�s eyes sparkled. �Oh, is that it? I guess I mistook the look.�
�I guess you did.� She threw up her hands and wailed, �Tina�!�
�Oh, I�m just teasing.� Tina raised an eyebrow. �Are you going to the meeting?�
�Of course not.�
�Why not?�
Callie hesitated, unwilling to admit aloud that it was exactly because he was sexy and he was handsome that she didn�t relish going. There was something strangely compelling about the man and that made her uncomfortable. She�d built herself a little island and she fended men off with a virtual firehose. But he was the sort of man who might walk right through the blast, damp but undaunted. And mostly, she was afraid that she might let him.
�I have other things to do,� she said, knowing it sounded lame, but that it had the advantage of actually being true. �I have to go out to Shady Meadows Rest Home and see my mother-in-law. I�m hoping I can talk them into keeping her where she is for just one more month while I try to scrape up enough money to transfer her to full nursing care.�
�Scraping together money isn�t going to be easy now that you�ve lost both jobs,� Tina said, her eyes losing their sparkle quickly.
Callie sighed. �I will go out and see him later,� she said, knowing it was childish to go late, just because he wanted her to come at two. But when you came right down to it, she did need the job. She had to go.
Tina hesitated, then reached out and took her friend�s hand. �Callie, I called the agency last night and told them to double my assignments. If I can make a bit more��
Callie winced. Tina was trained as an elementary teacher, but after a cancer scare, she�d taken up cleaning houses for a living, working for an agency part-time and making just enough to get by on.
�No, Tina. You need to be home with your baby while you can be.�
Tina pressed a finger to her lips. �I�m taking her with me,� she whispered.
Callie groaned. �You�re not allowed to do that and you know it.�
Tina shrugged. �No one�s turned me in yet. Everyone loves having Molly around.�
Callie glanced down at the beautiful child. Of course everyone loved Molly. What was there not to love? With her head of shining chocolate-colored curls and her huge dark eyes, so alive and so interested in everything, she was as fresh and pure as a snowflake.
The little darling had certainly turned Callie�s life around. Tina and Molly had come to live with her just before Christmas and nothing had been the same since. There was joy in her life now. Joy, and a beautiful baby.
It wasn�t her baby, and it was only temporary-like everything else in her life. But that didn�t really matter right now. A life that had been cold and lonely for years had become warm again. She�d been searching for something to live for. She�d even looked into having a baby on her own. The hunger for a child was deep and raw inside her. But no matter which way she turned, she couldn�t seem to manage to find a way to do it that made sense. Now, with her own little rag-tag family, she had something. At least for the moment.
Rising, she started toward the kitchen but the sound of the doorbell startled them all.
�I�ll get it,� Tina said, heading for the door.
Callie frowned, wondering who it could be and smoothing back her hair. She�d thrown on a big purple sweatshirt and an old pair of baggy jeans when she�d rolled out of bed. She thought she remembered brushing her thick hair, but it felt a little wild at the moment. She wasn�t really ready for company, especially not�
Grant Carver.
�I hope I�m not intruding,� he was saying as Tina let him in.
And then there he was, handsome and sexy, just as Tina had surmised-if a bit wounded. His lip was swollen and that side of his face was slightly discolored. Callie winced, looking at him. And then she wondered once again why the injury made him look so much more appealing. Did she feel a natural attraction to damaged men?
Carrying a large Stetson, he was dressed for the office, very sharp and very elegant-while she knew she must look like a refugee from the hill country.
Was he intruding? Oh, yes, very definitely.
�Oh, no, not at all,� Tina said quickly when Callie didn�t answer him right away. She threw him a bright smile that spoke volumes as to her opinion of the way he presented himself. �I�m Tina, the roommate. We�ve been up for hours. Just talking, you know. About�� She stopped and bit her lip, looking guilty as sin.
�About?� he asked, waiting.
�About things,� Tina said with a sigh and a quick look of apology toward Callie. They all knew that he knew he�d been the object of their conversation.
��Shoes and ships and sealing wax�?� he quoted helpfully.
�Oh, yes. Those things, too.� She smiled at him. �Cabbages and kings. All that stuff.�
�Wonderful.� He held out one of two bags he carried with him. �I brought doughnuts, just in case.�
�Lovely,� Tina cried, taking it from him. �How do you take your coffee?�
�Black, thanks.�
�I�ll be just a moment.�
�Take your time,� he said, turning slowly to look at the room and wondering what the hell he was doing here.
Well�bringing Callie back her orchid plant. That was the official objective. And to take the first steps toward becoming friends. But now that he was here, he realized he might be walking into a trap of his own making.
And then he looked at Callie and he was sure of it.
Crazy. That was the only word for it. He was crazy. Just being here went against every rule and every plan he�d made for himself.
He hadn�t been able to get her out of his mind. He told himself it was because she represented such possibilities. Looking at her, he knew it was more than that. And now he knew something else.
The efficient, no-nonsense Callie he was used to at work fascinated and intrigued him. But there was another Callie. This one had sleepy eyes and a thoroughly kissable mouth and hair that glowed like a wild, golden cloud around her pretty face. No makeup. Bare feet. Lovely breasts that were emphasized by the way the cloth of her sweatshirt draped across them.
And suddenly he felt something he hadn�t felt for a long, long time. Deep, hungry, carnal desire.
He looked away quickly. Wow. This was no good. He didn�t want to feel sexually attracted, not like this. He needed distance so as to keep control.
�Hey,� he said, nodding to her and looking stormy on purpose. �I had a hell of a time finding you.�
�Really?� She shrugged nonchalantly. �And here I didn�t even know I was lost.�
�Oh, you were lost all right. At least to me. The employee card I used had your old address.�
She looked incredulous. �So you went to Buckaroo Court, looking for me?�
�Yeah.� He made a face. �Not exactly the garden spot of Dallas, is it?�
She sighed. �Not exactly. Which is why I moved over here as soon as I could.�
He nodded, and she frowned.
�And someone told you my new address?�
�Yes.� One dark eyebrow rose. �A semidelightful gentleman named Butch. He was throwing soapy water on his motorcycle in the driveway but kindly took a break to give me your whereabouts.�
�The so-called manager.� She shuddered. �More like the game warden.� Giving him a wise look, she added, �How much did he stick you for?�
�A cool twenty got me the information. I thought it was a bargain.�
She winced, eyes sparkling. �Yikes. I guess I�m going cheap these days.�
He shrugged. �I got a discount after I roughed him up a little.�
She gasped, then didn�t know whether to take him seriously or not. �You didn�t!�
He gave her a half smile, not ready to satisfy her curiosity. �Enough about Butch. He�s not very interesting anyway. I brought you your orchid.� He held up a brown paper bag and peeled back enough to show her a flower peeking from inside.
�So I see,� she said, looking at it warily, then shifting to look up into his eyes. �What do you want for it?�
He gave her a pained look. �See, that�s exactly why I brought it to you. I decided you were right. It wasn�t fair to hold your orchid as bait to draw you back. I ought to have enough faith in you to assume you�ll do the right thing without having to be coerced.�
�Thank you.� She snatched up her plant, hugged it to her chest, then looked at him gingerly. �But you see, that�s where you make your big mistake. Now that I�ve got my plant��
�You�ll be so grateful, you�ll probably come early and camp on my doorstep,� he said, but his expression was cynical.
And she suppressed a smile. �Dream on.�
She peeked inside the bag. The orchid looked as though it enjoyed car trips. That was a relief. Her orchid was no longer held hostage.
Setting it down on the tiled window ledge alongside two others, she turned back to Grant. His lower lip looked even more swollen from this side and she could see evidence of stitches, though they were just about invisible. At least he�d let his sister take care of his injury.
�What happened to your important meetings?� she asked.
�I�ll make them. I only stopped by for a moment.�
Tina brought out coffee and doughnuts on a plate, prattling with small talk all the while. Callie and Grant sat cautiously on the couch, eyeing each other like two gunslingers meeting at the corral, each waiting for the other to move toward the doughnuts first.
Watching them, Tina grinned, then scooped up her baby, who was sucking on a red lollipop, and turned back to say goodbye.
�We�re going to the park,� she explained.
�Oh, don�t go!� Callie cried fervently.
But Tina merely gave her a wink. �We�ll be back soon.�
Callie hardly noticed the wink, because she was caught up in watching Grant�s reaction to Molly. He took one look at her and recoiled as though something had stung him. It was quickly apparent that he wanted to be as far away from the baby as he could get.
Tina didn�t seem to notice, and neither did Molly. The little girl gazed at him intently, then her chubby arms shot out as though asking him to take her from her mom.
�Da Da!� she cried, her eyes lighting up.
�No, honey,� Tina said, laughing. �That�s not your da da.�
Turning, she looked back over her shoulder at Callie.
�More�s the pity,� she muttered with a significant look. And then the two of them were out the door.
Grant reached out and took a piece of doughnut in his hand, then popped it into his mouth.
�So you live here with Tina,� he noted, reaching for his coffee next.
�And Molly,� Callie said. �Our little angel.�
He winced and avoided her gaze. At a glance, the little girl had looked just like Lisa. And thinking about Lisa was the one thing that rendered him helpless. He didn�t want to hear about Molly, or anything else that reminded him of his own baby.
�What does Tina do?�
She gave him a suspicious sideways look. �Why do you want to know?�
�I�m interested in you and your life.�
She turned to frown at him. �Why?�
He shrugged in exasperation. �Weren�t you the one telling me that you and your fellow workers were real human beings with real lives and not chess pieces? I�m trying to learn to be a better boss. I�m empathizing.�
For a moment, he thought she was going to laugh in his face.
�Right,� she said skeptically. �Okay, Mr. Sensitive, empathize this. Tina is a wonderful person. My best friend. She�s had some bad luck and hard knocks, and right now she�s in and out of remission of her cancer and trying to raise her baby on her own.�
�That�s insane,� he interjected coolly. �A woman with that sort of health danger has no business having a child.�
Her eyes widened and she looked at him as though he were a freak. �Sometimes these things are beyond our control.�
�Nothing�s ever beyond control.�
�Oh brother.� She rose from the couch and picked up her coffee cup. �You�re so wrong. I�ve been on a runaway roller coaster for years and I still haven�t found the brakes on the darn thing.�
�Maybe I can help you with that,� he said softly.
She stared at him and he stared right back. She tried so hard to keep a mask of quiet competence in place, but he was beginning to see through it. She wasn�t as good at hiding as she thought.
She went into the kitchen to refill her cup and he followed her.
She turned, startled. �Did you want more coffee?� she asked.
�No, thanks,� he said. �I�ve got to get going.�
She looked up at him and his gaze went to her mouth, then veered quickly away.
�I�ll be expecting you at two,� he said, picking up his hat.
�Why?� she asked simply.
He turned back and looked at her. �Because I want to talk over some possibilities with you. I told you I wanted to find a way to get you back at work at ACW.�
She frowned, obviously suspicious. �Why do you care whether it�s me or someone else?�
He stopped dead, staring at her. �Callie, why don�t you trust me?�
�I trust you.�
�No, you don�t. You�re suspicious of everything I say and do.�
�That�s not really true.�
�What have I done to make you so wary? Or has someone else hurt you?�
Bingo. He saw it in her eyes. But she wasn�t going to admit it.
�This is ridiculous,� she said, turning away. �I like you better as a boss than a therapist.�
�Then we agree,� he said, turning to follow her.
She passed so close he thought he caught the scent of her hair. She was very real, very flesh and blood. She put up a lot of barricades and hid behind defenses, but there was nothing coy or artificial about her.
He liked her. He liked the way she looked and the way she walked and the way she held her head when she talked to him so seriously. He actually liked that she was wary of him. He wouldn�t have respected her if she�d jumped at the things he said too eagerly. She was pretty and smart and classy.
Yes. He had to have her as the mother of his child.
She was perfect. She was the one.
�Will you come?� he asked, resisting the impulse to grab her and sling her over his shoulder.
She looked at him. �I�ll think about it.�
�Two o�clock sharp.�
�I know. I got that.�
He went to the door. �If you don�t show up��
�You�ll come back and torture my orchid?� she suggested lightly.
�No.� He favored her with a slow grin. �But I will be back.�
He left whistling. She would come. For curiosity�s sake if nothing else.



CHAPTER THREE

IT FELT odd walking down the corridors where Callie had been an employee only one day before. People glanced up and did a double-take when they saw her. She smiled and held her head high. A few smiled back but she hadn�t made many friends outside of her own department-and they were all gone.
Lynnette, Grant Carver�s administrative assistant, didn�t smile. She rose from her desk and ushered Callie into Grant�s office immediately, but she didn�t look happy to do it.
The woman thinks I�m some sort of gold digger, Callie guessed perceptively. Oh well. She was protective of her boss and Callie supposed that was a good thing.
Grant rose in a courtly manner and shook hands with her, establishing the businesslike mood right away. He wore beautiful wool slacks and a crisp white shirt with a sky-blue tie-the picture of the ideal entrepreneur.
�Please have a seat, Ms. Stevens,� he said, gesturing toward the chair he�d pulled up before the desk. �I�m glad you decided to come.�
�Thank you.� She sat down feeling nervous and wondering why she�d let herself wear such a short skirt. No wonder Lynnette was leery.
�Well, let�s get right to it,� he said, barely glancing at her shapely legs before shuffling papers on his desk. �Looking over your record, I see you�ve had a few prelaw courses in college. Were you planning to go to law school?�
She hesitated. Her past was tangled with twists and turns she didn�t want to get into. �At one point, I had hopes along those lines,� she admitted.
He nodded, his gaze cool and reserved. Looking at him, she could hardly believe this was the same man she�d fallen on the night before, the same man who�d thrown her for a loop by taking his shirt off, the same man who�d appeared on her doorstep with doughnuts.
�ACW Properties has a couple of openings, but the one I would think best for you would be a position in the paralegal section of our law department,� he was saying. �Perhaps you�d be interested.�
�I don�t have any paralegal training,� she said quickly. �Don�t they usually want a certificate for that?�
He nodded, his wide mouth twitching at the corners. �They might. But I think I can get a waiver on that. Even personnel tends to do what I tell them to.�
�Oh. Of course.� He was the boss, after all. She just wasn�t used to getting favored treatment from anyone.
�You would start out as an assistant to our paralegal staff,� he said. �We would expect you to develop quickly into a fully qualified paralegal. Here�s the projected salary.�
He wrote the number on a piece of paper and passed it to her. Her eyes widened as she noted the sum.
�It�s a nice raise,� he said.
She looked across the desk, trying to read something in his eyes. It was a nice raise. Too nice. What did he really want?
�This is more than I expected,� she said mistrustfully. �What are you going to want me to do for it?�
His eyes glittered and she realized what she�d at first taken for irritation was actually humor.
�So young and yet so cynical,� he said. �I expect you to do a good job for ACW. A very good job.�
She frowned, searching his eyes. She was usually pretty good at reading people, but for some reason she couldn�t get a handle on his moods and motives today.
�I don�t get it,� she challenged. �This is too much money for a job that�s actually an assistant to an assistant.�
He shrugged. �Why don�t you turn it down, then?� he said softly, watching her like a cat watching a mouse.
�Heck no,� she said, tossing her hair back and looking him straight in the eye. �I need the money badly. I just want to make sure I know what the money is actually buying before I agree to take it.�
�I expect top-notch work and I�m willing to pay for quality.�
Funny, but she was still uneasy, feeling there was something behind what he was saying, something he was holding back. His comment about being willing to pay for quality seemed to have an added significance she just wasn�t getting.
�I won�t disappoint you,� she said.
He nodded slowly, but his eyes seemed to be seeing right through her. She waited a moment, then added a question.
�Well then, shall I start tomorrow?�
�Tomorrow?�
She frowned. What was the matter with him? He was gazing at her blankly as though his mind was a million miles away.
�Hello,� she said, waving a hand before his eyes.
�Oh, sure,� he said quickly, realizing he�d been drifting away from the conversation. �Tomorrow would be fine.�
He ran a hand through his thick hair, staring at her. His mind hadn�t been a million miles away at all. It had been right here, trying to figure out how he was going to bring up the baby thing as he�d planned to. Why couldn�t he seem to get together the right words to ask her? It had to be done. It needed to be done. And here he was, at a loss as to how he was going to do it.
This wasn�t like him. He never lacked ideas, never shrank from difficult subjects. He went after what he wanted with a singular confidence some even labeled as arrogance. It hadn�t even occurred to him that he would have trouble putting what he wanted into words. But here he was, struggling-and running through different options with no clue.
What should he say? How should he approach it? With humor? Seriousness? Casual unconcern?
Uh�Ms. Stevens? One more thing. You can qualify for a big bonus if you agree to have my baby.
Oh, yeah. That would work.
Ms. Stevens, in looking over your records, I see that you would be the perfect person to have my baby. What do you say?
He winced, knowing very well what she would say to that and not wanting to hear it aloud.
Ms. Stevens, I�m sure you know that the Carver family looms large in the history of Texas. We weren�t at the Alamo, but we were just about everywhere else. The tragedy is, I am the last in the Grant Carver line, and I need to have a son to carry on the name and the legacy. You seem to be uniquely qualified and have been selected for this honor�If you would like to contribute to the cause of Texas history�
Oh hell, that wouldn�t work, either. Why couldn�t he think of anything workable?
But maybe it was just as well. He was probably rushing things. Maybe it would be better to give it a few weeks, to let her get comfortable with him, maybe even start to trust him a little. Maybe�
�Is there something else?� She was looking at him curiously.
He sighed. �No. Not yet.�
�Not yet?�
�I mean�No. Thank you for coming in. I�ll make sure personnel has your paperwork ready in the morning.�
�Fine. I�ll see you later, then.� She rose. �And thank you, Mr. Carver. I appreciate this.�
Rising as well, he shook hands with her and said, �Till tomorrow, then.�
She threw him a last puzzled look and turned to go. It was pure fancy, he knew, but some of the light seemed to dim as she left the room.
�Hey, Mr. Carver.�
He looked up to find Darren Evans, a bright young lawyer who had recently been hired, entering his office but looking back at where Callie was disappearing into the elevator.
�Pretty lady,� he noted, one eyebrow raised as he gestured toward her.
�Yes.� Grant frowned as Darren dumped a stack of contracts on his desk. He seemed to be a pretty good lawyer, but his reputation as a ladies� man was beginning to loom larger than his talent.
�I heard she�s a widow. Is that right?�
�That�s right.� Grant�s frown deepened. �Why do you ask?�
�I just wanted to make sure.� Darren had a young man�s casual confidence in his own irresistibility. �I was thinking about asking her out.�
�I�m afraid you�re a little late for that,� Grant said without a second of hesitation. Every male instinct in him rose up in a makeshift defensive posture.
�Oh, yeah?�
�Yes. She�s not available.�
�Really? Who�?�
�Darren, that�s really none of your business.�
�Oh. Okay.� He sighed. �That�s a shame. Early bird gets the worm, huh?�
Grant scowled at him. Darren finally seemed to notice that his boss wasn�t pleased with his company and bowed out quickly, but Grant�s mind was churning. What Darren said had opened his eyes a bit. He was beginning to realize he couldn�t fool around waiting for the right moment with Callie. If he didn�t get a commitment from her soon, she might just fall prey to some playboy like Darren Evans. He had to think of a way to approach her with it. Very soon.
But he wasn�t going to think of anything just sitting here. Rising, he shoved his hands deep into his pockets and began pacing the floor. Going to the window, he looked down. And there she was. Callie had stopped at the courtyard fountain and was gazing down into the water.
Now. He had to go now before he lost this chance. Turning on his heel, he raced out of the office, past a startled Lynnette, past the elevator, straight for the stairs. Taking them two at a time, he sailed down six floors like a downhill skier on powder, bursting out into the courtyard at full tilt and coming to a quick stop. She was still there. He was going to do it and he was going to do it now.
As he walked up behind her, he took in her trim form, her slender neck, the way her hair tumbled down her back. This was the woman he wanted as the mother of his child. And suddenly he knew that, once again, where Callie was concerned, all his plans were sailing out the window.
Had he really contemplated asking a woman like this to have his child without offering her marriage? Was he nuts? He couldn�t insult her that way. Maybe that was what had been inhibiting him-knowing it wouldn�t work no matter how gracefully he tried to put it. If he was going to do this thing, he was going to have to go all the way.
�Callie,� he said, and she turned, startled, and stared up at him, her mouth slightly open.
�Callie Stevens�� He took her hand in his and gazed down earnestly into her dark eyes. �Will you marry me?�
Tina was sitting in the middle of the living room rug, rolling a ball to Molly.
�You�re home already?� Callie said as Molly ran to greet her with little baby kisses. �I thought you were taking two jobs today.�
Tina was smiling, but her face was strained. �I got so tired, I just couldn�t go to the second one. I�I�m sorry, Callie. I know I promised you.�
�Oh, Tina, please! If you feel the least bit tired, you are to come home immediately! Don�t think twice. We don�t want you getting really sick. Molly needs you. Don�t you, pumpkin?�
Molly squealed as Callie tickled her tummy.
�But we need the money,� Tina was saying.
�No problem,� Callie said briskly, depositing the wriggling youngster in her mother�s lap. �I�ve got an armload of newspapers. I�m going to scour the ads and get my r�sum� pulled together tonight, then head out onto the pavement first thing in the morning. I�ll get something right away. You�ll see.� She smiled at her friend. �Don�t you worry.�
�Callie, I do worry. Things were already tight before you got laid off.�
Molly was beginning to fuss and Tina whipped out a red lollipop to tempt her with.
Callie frowned. �Should you really be giving those to her? Won�t they rot her teeth?�
�What teeth?� But Tina was joking. They both knew Molly was developing quite a set. �Don�t worry. I usually only let her have one a day and I brush her teeth right after she finishes. And also, you�ll note the stick is rubbery, so it�s not dangerous.� She sounded defensive as if she�d had to explain this to others before. Her smile was a bit watery. �They�re her favorites. She just loves them. And I feel like she got the short end of the stick in so many ways��
Her voice trailed off and Callie regretted having said anything. Tina had enough to worry about without her best friend criticizing the way she was raising her baby.
�How did the meeting go?� Tina said, changing the subject.
Callie hesitated, wondering how much she wanted to tell. �He offered me a job. As an assistant in paralegal.�
�Great!�
Callie shook her head, feeling frazzled. Life was spinning out of control and she had to stop it somehow.
�It�s no use. I can�t take the job. The man is a raving lunatic.�
She raised a hand to stop Tina�s inevitable questions. She had to think this through before she could analyze it with her friend.
�Sorry, Tina. I really can�t talk about it right now. Maybe later.�
�Oh. Okay.� Tina�s puzzled look turned tragic. �Oh. The home called. They said they couldn�t hold your mother-in-law�s room any longer. Unless they get the extra fee by Friday, they are going to transfer her to the county facility.�
Callie felt as though she�d been slugged in the stomach. She had to struggle not to show her dismay to Tina. Instead she took a deep-cleansing breath and tried to smile.
�Oh, Callie, if it weren�t for you, she would have been there over a year ago. You�re so good to her. But I�ve got to say, I don�t understand why you�ve taken on such a big responsibility. Why do you feel she�s your burden?�
Callie thought for a moment, wondering how she could explain. �She�s my husband�s mother. She was good to me.�
�Your husband wasn�t.�
�No. But that�s not really her fault.� She shook her head. �I�m the only family she has left, and she�s the only family I�ve ever had.�
Tina sighed, looking at her own little girl as she played on the floor.
�Not many daughters would be as generous as you, not to mention daughters-in-law.� Tina shook her head. �Callie, you�ve got to look out for yourself sometimes.�
�I look after myself just fine. Don�t worry about me. I�m okay.�
She went to the kitchen and began wiping down the counters, more because she needed to be doing something than because they needed it. Her mind was still reeling from Grant Carver�s proposal. She felt as though she�d passed into an alternate universe. What he�d suggested was insane. Impossible. Outrageous.
�Will you marry me?� he�d said, and she almost fell into the fountain.
At first she�d thought he must be joking. Or playing some sort of wicked game. But he�d been so sincere and spoken so earnestly, she quickly realized he meant it. He wanted to marry her-and more. He wanted her to have a baby for him.
She supposed that shouldn�t be so shocking. After all, he�d brought it up before. She�d been trying to forget that offer ever since. He�d thought she could have a baby for him and then be the baby�s nanny. Fat chance! That had been just a little too cold-blooded for her and she�d told him so.
But now he�d upped the ante. He�d brought marriage into it.
And yet, what difference did that make? He was still basically proposing to pay her to have a baby for him. People didn�t do things like that.
Well, they did, but�
He brought up that day he�d seen her in the fertility clinic, and she had to admit she�d been looking into the feasibility of having a baby with artificial insemination-that she wanted a baby just as badly as he did. That she, like him, didn�t want to marry again. And that she hadn�t been able to go through with it.
But that didn�t mean she was ready to marry Grant Carver, no matter how hard he argued that it would be more a business proposition than a real marriage. That would be crazy.
She pulled open the refrigerator and took out an onion and some carrots. Taking them to the cutting board, she began to cut them up into small pieces, chopping hard, and at the same time, she tried to think about something else. Anything else.
But her mind had blotted everything else out. All she could think about was this insane issue.
What right did Grant have to come into her life and turn it upside down? She�d been perfectly happy�Well, maybe not perfectly happy. In fact, maybe a bit stressed. But still. He�d brought up things she didn�t want to think about. Like what did she actually plan to do with her life?
Not get married. That was for sure. After all, it wasn�t as though she expected to meet her prince charming in the next few years. It had been six long years since Ralph had died and she hadn�t met one man whom she would remotely consider marrying.
Okay, maybe just one. But that one was Grant Carver. So why wasn�t she considering him?
Because he doesn�t love you, stupid!
At least he was honest about it.
And yet, a little tiny part of her brain was whispering, �What if�?�
No!
Better a life of lonely misery than marrying a man who didn�t love her.
She stopped for a moment, frowning. Was she really thinking this through? Or just spouting slogans?
Her thoughts were still swirling when a really startling epiphany popped into her head. If she did what Grant wanted, she would be making life better for four other people. And that wasn�t even counting herself.
No! Impossible. There had to be another way.
She rinsed the washcloth she�d used on the counter and started toward the refrigerator, but noticed that Tina had put the mail on the kitchen table. She leafed through the envelopes. Nothing but bills. A gnawing ache had settled in the pit of her stomach.
And then she came to a note at the bottom of the stack. It was from Karen, the apartment building manager.
�Callie, I�m sorry, but I�m going to have to have this month�s rent check by Friday or��
The ache became a sharp pain and she gasped, clutching her midsection. Tears filled her eyes. She�d been close to the edge before, but this time she was hanging on by her fingernails. What was she going to do? Even if she took the job Grant had offered with its new salary, it wouldn�t come close to covering all the expenses she was drowning in.
�Ca-ee.�
Callie looked down. There was Molly, tugging on her skirt. She smiled at the adorable child. Grant had lost a little girl very much like this one. For just a moment, she could catch a hint of how horrible that must be for him.
Molly reached up with her chubby arms and Callie leaned down to lift her. The baby stared at the tears in Callie�s eyes, then reached out and touched one on her cheek with the end of a tiny finger. Her mouth opened in surprise when her finger came back wet.
Callie laughed and let Molly wipe away the rest of her tears, one by one. Hugging her close, she dropped a kiss on the top of her curly head, marveling at how the sweetness of the child helped to wash away a lot of the fear.
She so longed for a baby of her own and holding Molly just brought that ache front and center. A baby was something real and permanent.
Everything in her life had always been so temporary. She�d never known her father. Her mother had been the sort of woman who needed a man in her life, yet couldn�t keep one for more than a few months. After her mother died, she�d lived in foster homes. Nothing real, solid, enduring. Her life was always in flux with nothing to hold on to.
When she�d married Ralph, she�d thought that would be it. She would have something lasting. It hadn�t taken her long to realize that hope was just as big a failure as all the others. Ralph as a suitor was very different from the man she ended up married to. Once again she was on her own.
She knew that was one reason she was so drawn to having a child. A child wasn�t temporary. A child was forever. A child was tenderness and trust and a stake in destiny.
A baby filled your arms with more than soft, clean-smelling flesh. A baby filled your arms with love and happiness and hope for the future. She wanted that. She needed it.
And if she was honest, she would admit that Grant could make all that possible. And at the same time, she could make it possible for him.
She could give that to Grant.
She had the power to do it.
She could give that to herself.
Did she have the nerve to do it?



CHAPTER FOUR

NEGOTIATIONS had begun.
The setting was a trendy caf� with reflective surfaces and hard edges. The mood was wary and exploratory. The outcome was uncertain.
�So how would this work exactly?� Callie asked, trying very hard to be cool, calm and collected while her stomach was manufacturing butterflies in herds. �I think we should be very clear on all the details from the start, so we both know where we stand.�
Grant nodded. �To start with, what we�re talking about here is a business deal, not a love match,� he said, gazing at her levelly across a tile-covered table.
He�d said that before. She had no doubt he was going to say it again. Many times.
�Yes. I understand that.�
At least, she thought she did. When you came right down to it, she wasn�t sure she knew what a �love match� was. She wasn�t sure she even believed in them. When she�d married Ralph, she�d done it out of gratitude, not passion. She�d known right from the beginning that love had very little to do with it.
She didn�t even think there�d been much love on Ralph�s part. There had been an obsession-but it was an obsession with control. They�d gone very quickly from being good friends to wary adversaries and she wasn�t sure how or why it had happened that way. She only knew she didn�t want that to happen here-if she decided to do this crazy thing.
�In fact,� Grant was saying, his hands curled around a large mug of coffee, �when I first started thinking about it, as you know, marriage wasn�t really a part of the plan.�
�Well, it is now,� she said quickly. �In fact, it�s a deal breaker.�
He nodded. �I know. Don�t worry.� He smiled at her in a reassuring way. �I feel the same way, now that I�ve thought it through.�
�Good.�
She was trying hard to seem composed, but he could sense her unease and he hesitated, wanting to get this right. He�d deliberately chosen a rather noisy, modish restaurant for this meeting. He hadn�t wanted white linen tablecloths and roses, with violins in the background. Techno music and hard surfaces made a better match for their purposes. It would be best to hammer out the future guidelines for their relationship in a cool, neutral atmosphere. No emotions allowed.
Yesterday had been a day from hell. He�d been so clumsy, practically assaulting her with his appeal that she marry him. He�d tried to explain, tried to tell her about his family heritage, and his own overwhelming need for a child. She thought at first that he was joking. Then she thought he was crazy. She�d placed a few well-aimed barbs in his hide and taken off, flinging a demand that he not ever, ever contact her again behind her as she left.
And who could blame her? He�d done a lousy job of making his case. So he�d spent the night pacing the floor of his penthouse apartment, trying to think of a better way to approach her. He was usually good at this sort of thing. There were some who said he could charm the socks off a cat, but his natural abilities seemed to fade away when his emotions were involved so strongly.
And that was why emotions had to be controlled, tamped down-blotted out if possible.
When she didn�t show up for work in the morning, he knew he�d really made a mess of it. By noon, he�d been about to go out to her apartment and break down her door if he had to. And then Lynnette had looked into his office with news.
�There�s someone here to see you,� she�d said, seeming disapproving.
When Callie appeared in his doorway, his heart had been thumping so loud, he was afraid they could hear it in the lunchroom.
�I�ve calmed down,� she said, looking at him warily. �And I�d like to talk things over.�
So here they were in The ZigZag Caf�, surrounded by young twenty-somethings, meeting and greeting and listening to electronic music that made his teeth hurt. But they were keeping emotions out of it. Sort of.
�I think we ought to pin down just what exactly you would expect out of this,� she said, putting down her caf� latte and looking like a lawyer ready to take a statement from the witness.
�Sure. I expect-� He stopped himself, then purposely relaxed. �No, let�s put it this way. I hope for a child. With his mother attached. I hope for a warm family group. I�d like to end up with some basic emotional support, and I expect to give the same to you.�
She nodded, biting her lip. �Like good friends?� she asked, looking skeptical.
�Like good friends,� he agreed.
She frowned thoughtfully. That worried her. It sounded too familiar. But she didn�t see an alternative.
�If I agree to do this, what happens if�� She swallowed hard and avoided his bright gaze. �What happens if it doesn�t pan out?�
He had to work hard to keep from grinning at her. He could tell she was getting closer and closer to saying �yes.� He drummed his fingers on the tile table to keep from showing what he was thinking, how excitement was growing in him, deep down.
�We�ll negotiate an agreement to include things like that.�
She managed to smile and tried to make a joke. �If that happens, I suppose, like Henry the Eighth, you�ll move on and find your Anne Boleyn somewhere.�
He smiled back. �So you�re channeling Catherine of Aragon now?�
She shrugged. �Better a divorce than losing my head.�
He winced. �I�m having my lawyer draw up a contract,� he said. �It will cover all contingencies.�
�Fine. If we end up doing this, I�ll have my lawyer look it over.� As if she had one. Well, she would have one before things were finalized. �I�ll get back to you on what changes we�ll want.�
He shook his head, studying her through narrowed eyes. �Why do you assume there will need to be changes?�
Her smile was brittle. �Because I�m sure this would be made from your point of view. That�s only natural. But I�m bound to have my own concerns. Equal time.�
He nodded slowly, reminding himself that he was going to have to take her thoughts into account. This wasn�t like hiring an employee, really. It was going to be more like a partnership. That gave him a momentary qualm. He did like to be in control. But then he relaxed and congratulated himself on being so perceptive-and magnanimous.
A partnership. Of course.
Callie seemed to be reading his mind.
�You do understand that I couldn�t have a baby and then just hand him over to you,� she said, looking him straight in the eye. �I won�t be a surrogate mother. I�d be in this for parenthood as much as you are.�
�Absolutely.� He frowned, trying to make out what was hidden in her eyes. �So tell me, Callie. I want to know why you�re considering this. What is it that you expect?�
She took a deep breath. �A good father for my child. A protected situation to raise my child in.�
�Exactly what I plan to provide.� He was having a hard time containing himself. �Callie, we can do this thing. We can have a child together. Are you starting to feel how possible this is?�
�Maybe.� She hesitated and steeled herself. Now came the hard part. �But I�ve got to admit, there�s more. I�ve got to be totally honest with you. I really, really want a baby. It�s a desire that almost consumes me at times. But there�s another factor going into this.� Taking a deep breath, she went on. �I�m in major financial difficulties right now.�
There. The words were out. And she felt horrible about it. She glanced quickly at his eyes. Was he radiating contempt? Was he sneering? To her surprise, it didn�t seem to be that way.
�No problem,� he was saying, waving it away as though money was no object. �Just let me know what you need.�
�No!� She said that a bit too loud and looked around quickly. Luckily the music had hidden her cry, but she leaned in closer. �No, really. It�s not like that. What I would want to do is to keep working as long as I possibly can.�
�Why would you do that?� he broke in. �You don�t need to.�
�Yes, I do. I can�t just��
�Callie, we�ll play it by ear. Whatever feels most comfortable for you, that�s what we�ll do.�
She closed her eyes for a moment. He was being almost too nice about this. She didn�t deserve it. But then, he did want something from her.
Looking at him earnestly, she quickly tried to explain her dilemma, how she desperately needed to pay for her mother-in-law�s nursing care, how she wanted to be in the position to get the best medical help possible for Tina-how she was so far in debt both goals were completely out of reach at the moment.
�So you see, all my motives are not so pure,� she told him, chin high but bright spots in her cheeks. �If I do this with you, I have to know if you will be willing to help me financially. Purely as a loan,� she added quickly. �Believe me, I�ll pay back every penny. But if this is going to be a problem, even just a nagging thing with the potential to build��
Watching her, he could see how hard this was for her to ask. Didn�t she understand how laughably easy it would be for him to do this for her? No. In a flash of perception, he knew she did understand that. Still, she felt this would look like she was offering herself up for sale and she hated that.
Hey. No problem. He could take care of something so simple, so why not do it? There would be plenty of difficult things down the road. Get rid of the small stuff.
�Callie�� Reaching out across the table, he took her hand in his and held it. �It�s done. I�ll have my accountant call you and arrange for what you need.�
She flushed and tried to pull away, but he wouldn�t let her.
�Listen to me. It�s done. I won�t even be personally involved.� His gaze darkened. �And it�s not contingent on our plans. You can walk away and think it over and decide against marrying me, and it�s still done. Consider the matter closed.� He smiled at her doubtful look. �Now let�s get back to baby talk. What�ll we name him?�
Her eyes stung and there was a sudden large lump in her throat. To think he could so casually wave a magic wand and take a weight off her shoulders that had been threatening to crush her. She wanted to thank him, but she couldn�t speak. And now it was she who was holding tightly to his hand.
�Why, Grant Carver, you handsome man, you!�
They both jumped and Grant jerked away from Callie�s hand as though it had suddenly turned white-hot. He looked up at the tall, beautiful woman who�d stopped by their table, then rose to his feet to greet her.
�Amy. How nice to see you.�
�Oh, Grant!�
The woman came in for a hug and clung to him so long, he had to peel her off his chest.
�This is Callie Stevens,� he said, looking a little grumpy and stepping back so she couldn�t do that again. �Callie, this is Amy Barnes, an old friend.�
Amy nodded to Callie but it was obvious she only had eyes for Grant. As slender and sleek as a high fashion model, she was wearing a tight designer suit that had probably cost about as much as Callie�s car.
�I�m here with the girls,� she said, gesturing toward where three other women who could have been her clones waited, giggling and looking coy. �We�re having lunch. Isn�t this the most adorable place? I love the music. It just makes me want to dance.� She did a little two-step to demonstrate, looking as provocative as possible. �Listen, honey, why don�t you come over and say hi to the girls? They�d love it if you did.�
Grant looked as though he�d been asked to eat a bug. �Uh�well, you see, Ms. Stevens and I are in a kind of a meeting about something important right now. And I�m afraid-�
�Oh.� She flashed a false smile Callie�s way. �Well, okay then. But you call me, ya hear? We need to get together and talk over old times. You know�� She moved closer and spoke in a hushed voice. �It�s Jan�s birthday next week. I think we really should-�
�I�ll give you a call,� he said hastily. �Give my best to the girls.�
He dropped back down into his seat as she sashayed her way across the room.
�My wife�s best friend,� he said by way of explanation.
She nodded, glancing surreptitiously toward the women and wondering if his wife had been one of that type as well. If so, was he going to be satisfied with a complete change of pace? He was in for a major culture shock.
But she pushed that thought away, because adding it to her other doubts would put her brain on overload. She just didn�t have room for more. She had a big decision to make. Whatever she decided, it was going to change her life for good.
She took a good long, penetrating look at the man sitting opposite her. Could she marry him? Could she live with him? How well did she really know him?
Well enough, she decided. Yes, she knew a lot about him when you came right down to it. And the fact that he was impossibly attractive didn�t hurt. If he�d been a small, cramped, ugly man who had an annoying voice, would she have been able to marry him?
Luckily she didn�t have to answer that, because no one was going to ask her.
�Okay,� he was saying, glancing at his watch. �I�ve got to get back to the office. You go home and think it over.�
�How much time do I have?�
He thought for a moment, looking at her warmly. �How about twenty-four hours?� he said. �I�ll pick you up for dinner tomorrow at five. We�ll talk it out then. Okay?�
She nodded slowly, then frowned. �I don�t suppose you�d be up for making a list of your bad points, just so I�d have something to mull over?� she asked.
He threw back his head and laughed. �Not on your life. It�s all good, Callie. It�s all going to be good.�
It�s all going to be good.
She wished she could believe that. A lifetime of bad outcomes had trained her to expect the worst. That was why she called Grant the next morning and told him she couldn�t do it.
�I�ll be right over,� he said.
�No,� she countered quickly. �It�s no use. I�m going out. You can�t change my mind.�
�Why, Callie?�
She drew in a deep breath and sighed. �There is one big fat obstacle we didn�t cover, and the more I think about it, the more I think it will doom our plans, no matter how careful we are.�
�And that is�?�
�Love.�
�Love?� His voice was hoarse. �I thought we�d settled that. We�re against it.�
�It�s all very well to say this is totally a business deal, based on mutual benefits and ruled by facts and logic. But once we�re married, we�ll be together a lot. What if one of us loses our objectivity and�� She searched for the right words. �How are we going to guarantee we can keep this on a business level?�
He was silent for a moment. �That�s a tricky one, I�ll admit. In order to do this at all we have to have a certain affection for each other. We have to like each other.�
�And I think we do,� she said almost reluctantly.
�Absolutely. But neither of us wants any emotional entanglement. You don�t want a reprise of your marriage, do you?�
�Heaven forbid.� She sighed. If only he knew how bad that had been. �But, Grant, there�s still the danger of-well, one of us starting to care too much.�
�I can tell you right now that this is not going to be a real problem for me,� he said.
He paused and she could almost hear him weighing what he could tell her with what was just too much to reveal.
�I don�t know how much you know about my marriage. Jan was the love of my life. The moment I met her I knew that she was the woman for me-and that was going to be forever.� His voice lowered a bit, as though he was fighting off emotion. �I�m a forever kind of guy. We had our ups and downs, but she was my heartbeat.� His voice sounded choked and he paused, steadying himself. �When I lost her and my little girl, I lost my life.�
Callie closed her eyes for a few seconds. His pain was hard to bear.
�But my grandfather needed me,� he said, going on after a pause to center himself. �I couldn�t hurt him, he�d had enough grief in his life. And little by little, I pulled myself back out of the darkness.�
His voice was gruff. This was obviously difficult for him to talk about. �I don�t usually spill my guts this way, but I feel like we have to be honest. This is a big decision. I don�t want to fall in love again. I�ve done that once. I just want to move on.�
She nodded, though she knew he couldn�t see her. She could hear the sincerity in his voice and she believed him.
�At the same time, I have this deep, hungry need for a child. I can�t really explain it. It�s partly that my grandfather would so love to see an heir in the pipeline. That would make up for a lot with him. But there�s more to it. Maybe it�s something embedded in my DNA. I don�t know. But I need to have a child.�
�I know,� she whispered. �I feel the same way.�
He was silent for a long moment, letting their agreement on the most important aspect sink in.
�Callie,� he said at last. �Please give this more thought. I�m begging you.�
She didn�t answer him and he paused for a moment, then added, �I�ll see you tomorrow night. Okay?�
�Okay,� she said softly. And listened as he hung up.
Callie did give it more thought. The morning sun brought back her optimism and things didn�t look so black and white. The entire project looked possible again.
And more thought brought up another issue. For all she knew, this might be her only chance. After all, she was almost thirty. There were no other prospective husbands on the horizon. Maybe this was just what she needed. All she had to do was throw caution to the wind.
Well, if that was all!
She was going to do it. She was going to marry Grant Carver and try to have a baby with him.
�It�s a business arrangement,� she told Tina, who took the news with openmouthed surprise. �It�s not a love match.�
Tina had the audacity to laugh at her for that pathetic proclamation.
�Right. There�s no way in the world you could fall for a man like that. No way.� She nodded wisely, then collapsed in giggles.
But Callie was determined to stand firm. After all, she�d been married before. She knew the ropes. Sort of.
Grant picked her up right on time and they cruised to the Cattlemen�s Club for dinner. He didn�t ask for her decision until they were seated at a round booth on a platform high enough to see out over the Dallas lights. They sat very close together this time, instead of across a table from each other. A sommelier poured out ruby-red wine in their crystal glasses, and Grant made a toast.
�To wedding bells and the pitter-patter of little feet,� he said, smiling at her. �Will you drink to that, Callie Stevens?�
She knew exactly what he was asking. She met his gaze and felt a tingle. Here it was. Taking a deep breath, she nodded and held up her glass.
�Yes, Grant Carver,� she said. �I�ll drink to that, and what�s more-I�ll marry you.�
The joy that leaped in his eyes made her breath catch in her throat and her heart start to thump. It was nice to be wanted-even if it was just a business deal. For just a moment, she thought he was going to toss aside his glass and take her in his arms and kiss her. She was ready to say no and to push him away, but her heart was beating even harder and she knew, no matter how hard she tried, she was not going to be able to avoid feeling a certain excitement when it came to being near this man.
She didn�t have to do any jujitsu to keep him away. He controlled himself, but his smile wrapped around her almost as warmly as his arms would have.
�Brilliant,� he said softly, his blue eyes shining. �You�ve made the right choice. Callie, we�re going to make a great couple, you and I.�
That would be lovely. She only hoped it was true. They sat very close and their heads got closer and they talked together almost like lovers, lost in a world of their own. Salads were served, and then the entr�es, grilled duck for her, grilled steak for him. The food was delicious, the music from a string quartet romantic, the clinking of crystal and sterling silver a fine backdrop to the murmur of voices all around. Callie felt as though she�d stepped into a charmed land, a parallel universe, where good things just might happen after all.
�Well,� she said at last. �When are we going to do it?�
�Tie the proverbial knot?� He smiled at her. �I�ve arranged for a marriage to be performed by a justice of the peace I know at his chambers next Wednesday. Subject to your approval, of course. That will give us time to clear up all the paperwork. We should bring along two witnesses. I�ll bring my sister, Gena.�
She nodded. �I�ll bring Tina.�
He paused and a shadow passed over his face, surprising her.
�Are you two really that close?� he asked.
�Oh, yes. We�ve known each other forever.� She hesitated, then decided he might as well know the truth. �You see, we both had single mothers who died when we were teenagers, and no other family to go to. So we met when Social Services moved us into a group home with about ten other kids.�
He stared at her, astounded. �Callie, I had no idea. My God, what you�ve been through!�
She meant to give him a reassuring smile, but she could tell it was coming off a bit tremulous.
�It was pretty ghastly at first. But once Tina and I found each other, it was like we formed a little family of our own. It made the whole experience bearable.�
�So Tina is about as close to you as my sister is to me,� he said, looking resigned.
She nodded. �I would do just about anything for her.�
He looked troubled for a moment, and she wasn�t sure why that should be. But he shook it off quickly enough as dessert arrived. Bananas Foster for them to share-set on fire by the waiter to caramelize the brown sugar.
�Oh, this is heavenly,� Callie said. �I could live on this.�
Grant didn�t answer and she looked up to see why. He was watching her eat with a strange look on his face. Feeling slightly uncomfortable, she quickly brought up a new subject.
�I guess we ought to get some of the details settled,� she said.
�Right,� he said, nodding slowly. �I�m assuming my penthouse apartment will do until the baby comes. Of course, if you�d like to come over and see it so you can plan to move in right after the wedding��
She stared at him, surprised. �Oh, do I really need to do that? I thought I would just stay where I am now until��
�Callie, we�re going to be married. Married people live together.�
He was right, of course. She felt a little silly. She hadn�t thought that through. Naturally they had to make this look as much as possible like a real marriage. What was she thinking?
�I guess you�re right. But I�ll have my own room.�
He frowned. �If that�s the way you want it,� he said grudgingly.
She was surprised it was even an issue. �I think that would be best.�
He shrugged, then thought of something that lifted his spirits.
�I�ve got a gift for you,� he said, reaching into his pocket. �Close your eyes.�
�What is it?�
�A surprise. Close your eyes.�
She did so and felt him putting something on her finger.
�And now, we�re officially engaged,� he said.
Opening her eyes, she gasped at the beautiful ring he�d put on her hand. �Oh my goodness! Oh, it�s beautiful!�
The diamond had to be over a carat, surrounded by smaller diamonds that sparkled with cool, crisp fire.
�Oh, Grant!�
�It was my mother�s.�
She froze, then turned slowly to face him.
�I can�t take your mother�s ring. Not for a business deal.�
His eyes seemed to glow in the candlelight.
�Don�t worry,� he said with a twisted smile. �I�ve got a clause in the contract. If we divorce, you�ll have to give it back.�
�But Grant��
�My mother passed away almost a year ago. She would have liked you. I�m sure she would approve.�
She didn�t know what to say. Somehow, this just wasn�t right. His mother�s ring-what if she lost it? But she could see that he wasn�t going to listen to argument tonight. She would save that talk for later.
�It�s wonderful, Grant. Thank you so much.�
He smiled. He was so close, she could feel him as well as see him. He was going to kiss her now. She could sense it. And this time, she thought she might just let him. She smiled and looked at his beautiful mouth and waited, heart beating. But he didn�t come any closer. And suddenly he was talking about garage parking places and getting her a key to his apartment and all the other details of everyday life they were going to have to adjust to.
She hardly heard him. She�d been so sure he was going to kiss her. It wouldn�t have been much of a kiss, of course. This wasn�t the place for passion-and anyway, passion wasn�t supposed to be a part of their relationship, she added to herself hastily. But a soft kiss to seal the deal would have been appropriate. Wouldn�t it? She�d been so ready. Surely he�d seen how she�d tilted her face to accept him. And yet, he�d held back.
She would have liked to blame it on his mouth still being sore from the stitches. Maybe that was it. But somehow, she doubted it.
Bottom line, did he feel anything for her at all?
Hold on there, Callie, she told herself briskly. He wasn�t supposed to feel anything. Remember?
This is not a love match. This is pure business.
Okay. Then that was the way she was going to treat it. Even if she fell in love with him.
Deep inside, she groaned. Where had that thought come from? From her darkest fears, no doubt. She�d been telling herself for years that she didn�t have the knack for falling in love. She�d come in contact with a lot of attractive men and felt nothing. She didn�t expect to fall for Grant. But what if she did? Was she crazy to risk it this way?
Maybe. But she�d made her decision and she was going to stand by it. A lot was riding on success here.
�Should we decide on a doctor?� she asked when he�d stopped talking for a moment.
He looked surprised. �Don�t you have an ob/gyn?�
�Of course, for the pregnancy. But who are we going to use for the�You know.� She gave a small shrug, surprised to find herself embarrassed.
But he frowned, looking at her as though he couldn�t believe what he was hearing.
�No, I don�t know. What are you talking about?�
She couldn�t imagine why he was being so obtuse. What had he been talking about all this time, anyway? He was the one who�d wanted to do this first.
�Well, we�re going to need to be tested,� she reminded him, trying to be as delicate as she could. But it wasn�t easy with a subject like this. �And you�re going to need to�make a deposit and��
�Wait a minute.� He stared at her, thunderstruck. �You thought we were still going to use artificial insemination?�
She blinked at him. �Why yes. I thought��
�Callie!� He laughed a big, booming laugh that rolled across the room and turned heads. �I think we�re perfectly capable of doing this on our own. Don�t you?�
She wanted to put a hand over his mouth and quiet him down. The whole room was listening. And here was Grant, saying�
�On our own?� She gazed at him, puzzled. �Oh, you mean��
�Of course. That�s what I mean. You and me. Together.�
He stared at her, suddenly realizing she was serious. It hadn�t occurred to him that she would still be thinking along those lines. He was going to have to step lightly here.
�It�s up to you, of course. But I think we can manage something a little bit more personal, don�t you?�
She bit her lip. Her heart was thumping. She hadn�t realized�But of course he was right. One of the things that had turned her away from artificial insemination had been the cold, clinical nature of the process-not to mention the prospect of all those doctor�s visits.
�After all,� he was saying, �we�ve both been married before. We�re both sexually experienced. Aren�t we?�
�Actually�� She looked down at where her hands were curved around a coffee cup and turned beet-red.
�You�re kidding.� He didn�t know what to say. �You were married, right?�
�Yes, but�� She looked up at him, her dark eyes filled with a confusion that touched him in a way he hadn�t expected at all. �He couldn�t�He didn�t��
How could she explain her marriage to a man who seemed to think of her as a sort of doll, a prized possession rather than a flesh and blood woman? His lack of interest in marital relations had confused her from the beginning and she still didn�t really understand it herself.
�You poor kid.� He wanted to pull her into his arms and hold her tightly, but this was too public a place for that. Instead he touched her cheek lightly. �Callie, don�t worry. We won�t do anything until you�re ready.�
Her smile seemed a bit tremulous at first, then she appeared to regain her equilibrium and it broadened.
�Same here,� she told him, a mischievous light in her eyes. �I won�t push you into anything you�re not ready for, either.�
He grinned. �Don�t worry about me. I�m ready right now.�
She laughed, but he wasn�t joking. Watching her, with her beautiful face and her silken skin, and that hair that fell around her shoulders like a symphony come to life, he knew he was more than ready. He wanted her in a deep, aching way that was going to be a problem if he didn�t watch out. But something told him it would be a problem he could live with.



CHAPTER FIVE

WHITE lace and promises.
What a picture those words conjured up-every girl�s dream. Callie had always loved weddings, the more white lace the better. But she hadn�t loved her first wedding much. Stark and quick, it had been kind of strange. She was beginning to worry that her second wedding wasn�t going to be any better. She was going to have two weddings under her belt and neither one of them traditional. Oh well, maybe she just wasn�t meant to be a traditional girl.
Grant had made the arrangements and from what he�d told her, the prospects were good this one was going to be as spare and unromantic as the first one had been-a utilitarian ceremony in a government office somewhere with just two witnesses. It sounded a lot like getting a driver�s license. She�d been dreading it the way she dreaded a trip to the dentist-something unpleasant that had to be done in order to get on with life. Nothing to look forward to at all.
She�d been working at the office all week and she liked her new job. She even liked seeing Grant across the room every now and then. The people she worked with had oohed and aahed over her engagement ring, but she�d managed to keep the name of the groom mysterious. It was going to be an awkward moment when she finally revealed that she was marrying the boss. Oh well. Just another of life�s little bumps in the road.
Grant had taken her to dinner a few nights into the week, and his sister had joined them. Gena was tall and slender and just as attractive as her brother was. They both had the look of Texas aristocracy-people whose ancestors had ridden through the purple sage and fought off attackers and run cattle across the land and built this state into what it was today.
And here she was marrying into that legacy and expected to produce an heir with those bloodlines. When you thought about it that way, it was quite a responsibility. Maybe she should feel honored. Somehow, she didn�t.
�Will your grandfather be at the wedding?� she�d asked Grant. She knew that both his parents had died, but that his grandfather was still very much a part of his life and active in Texas affairs.
�No. His mind is still sharp as a tack, but he can�t get around very well any longer and it would be too hard on him to cart him over for the wedding. We�ll pay him a visit instead.�
He took her to meet the older man the next day. Grant Carver IV lived about half an hour out of town on the Lazy Drifter Ranch that had been in Carver hands for about a hundred and fifty years. A dignified, elegantly aging man, he terrified her at first, looking her over narrowly and peppering her with questions. But after a few minutes, he warmed to her and by the time they excused themselves so that Grant could give Callie a tour of the ranch, he�d given her a hug and given both of them his blessing.
�I like him,� she said as they walked through the huge foyer of the ranch house. �Do you suppose you�ll look just like that when you�re in your eighties?� She gave him a teasing smile. �After all, you�re the sixth edition of the Grant Carver icon.� Her smile faded as she remembered what that meant. �And I�m supposed to produce the seventh, aren�t I?�
�That�s the plan,� he admitted. �Having second thoughts?�
She looked around at the beautiful house, the spacious vistas out across the huge ranch, the modern equipment juxtaposed with working cowboys on horses, and finally, at the man himself.
Second thoughts? Sure. Plans to back out? No. After all, she�d bought into a life most women could only dream of. Whether it would turn out to be her dream-or her nightmare-only time would tell. But the old saying came to mind, nothing ventured, nothing gained. She was taking chances, but she was ready for them.
She smiled at Grant. �Ready or not,� she said in answer to his question, �I�m here for the party.�
�Good.�
She liked the way he looked here in his family home. She�d worn white slacks and a soft blue shirt with a white scarf at her neck and she�d thought that would look country.
But Grant was the real deal. His boots looked like they�d been worn at the Alamo, his jeans were scuffed almost threadbare in places and held up by a wide leather belt sporting a huge brass belt buckle with a big rattlesnake worked into the metal. His cotton shirt was open at the neck, displaying some gorgeous flesh. The sleeves were pushed back, revealing muscular forearms. All in all, he was the picture of what a fantasy cowboy would look like. It made her gasp a little every time she looked at him.
She met Misty, the family dog, a golden retriever with a permanent grin and a mischievous glint in her eyes. Then Grant introduced her to Rosa Cortez, the woman who had been housekeeper at the ranch, �since time began,� as he put it. A plump, chatty woman, she promised to fix them a nice lunch for later in the day. Taking Misty along with them, they made their way outside and he led her to the barn and then to the stables, where Callie touched a horse for the first time in her life.
�They are so big!� she cried, awed and a little nervous at the same time. �They don�t seem that big in the movies.�
�I can�t believe you�ve never been riding,� Grant said, shaking his head. �We�ll have to remedy that real soon. We�ll get you up on ol� Bessie there. She�s gentle as a kitten. You�ll love it.�
Callie stroked Bessie�s nose and looked into her deep, soft eyes. She liked Bessie just fine, but she didn�t think she was going to relish riding her. �I�ve always liked having both feet on the ground,� she said. �I don�t really see any reason to give that up.�
He laughed. �You just wait. Once you get used to horses and we let you go, you�ll feel like you�re flying.�
She didn�t bother to quibble aloud, but she had no intention of ever getting up on a horse. Still, she had to admit they were beautiful and she loved their eyelashes. Following Grant through to the opposite doorway, she stopped and spoke to each horse she found. Some snickered back, some ignored her. But she didn�t want anyone to feel left out.
Out behind the stables was a corral where a number of cowboys had gathered. As she and Grant approached, Callie could see that they were working with large calves and from the smell of burned hair, she realized they were probably branding them. She wrinkled her nose, not sure she was going to enjoy this much. She glanced at Grant, thinking to suggest going on back to the house, but then she noticed the look on his face and she turned quickly to see who he was looking at.
A tall, handsome cowboy wearing leather chaps detached from the others and came toward them. The two men stopped in a squared-off fashion and grinned at each other.
�Hey,� said Grant, touching the brim of his hat.
�Hey,� said the cowboy, touching his as well.
That was it, but she could tell these two men were old, close friends. In California, they would have hugged. In France, they would have been kissing cheeks. But this was Texas-old Texas. And she liked it.
�Callie, meet Will Jamison.�
She smiled and he touched his hat again and said, �Nice to meet you, Callie.�
�Will�s the ranch foreman. Just like his daddy was before him.� Grant nodded. �He and I go way back.�
�Back so far,� Will agreed, �I sometimes wonder if we weren�t switched at birth. Maybe I should be the one riding around in that fancy car and you should be the one working here, eatin� dirt all day.�
�Pay him no mind, Callie,� Grant advised her. �He�s just aiming to play on your sympathies.� He grinned. �Just try to get this man into a suit and tie for even one day. He�d come running back to the ranch so fast.�
�We were raised together,� Will told her in a friendly manner, bending down to scratch Misty behind the ears. �Two peas in a pod. Until he had to ruin everything by going off to become a city slicker.�
�Hey, man�s gotta work for a livin�.�
Will snorted. �You call that sissy stuff you do in the city working? I�ll show you working.� He reached for a coil of rope he had slung over his shoulder. �Here, let�s see if you�ve still got the touch.�
Grant took the rope, looking at it almost lovingly.
�Let�s see you bring in one of those young ones,� Will said, gesturing toward where the work was going on. �And lay our brand right on his backside.�
Grant tried his hand with the rope, twisting it and twirling it a bit. �Man, I haven�t done this for years and years,� he said, pulling up one end and starting a slipknot.
�Well, never mind then,� Will teased. �I wouldn�t want to mess up those soft, lily-white hands of yours with some real man�s work.�
�Stand back, cowboy,� Grant drawled, his lasso in his hand. �I got me some ropin� to do.�
He set off toward where the calves were being released with a Western swagger that was only partly facetious.
Will grinned and winked at Callie. �Come on over here, Callie,� he said, leading the way to a good vantage point against the railings. �You don�t want to miss this.�
Grant did pretty well, actually. Will kept up a running commentary, mostly for Callie�s sake, but also to poke fun at Grant occasionally. Watching Grant hog-tie a big, rough-looking calf made Callie wince and bite her lip, and when he reached for the red-hot branding iron, she had to close her eyes and groan a little.
Will looked at her curiously. �You from Texas?� he asked skeptically.
�Yes, I�m from Texas.� She tossed her hair back and raised her chin proudly. �Born and raised.�
�In Dallas, I�m thinkin�,� he said, shaking his head as though it were a darn shame.
�That�s true. I�m city raised.� And then she added something she�d never told anyone before. �But I�m told my daddy was a rodeo champion. A bronc buster.�
Will�s face changed. �No kidding. What was his name?�
She shrugged. �He didn�t stick around long enough to give me his name. My mother told me once and I wrote it down somewhere. I suppose I could find it if a real need arose.�
�I see.� Will�s gaze darkened a bit. �One of those drive-by parenting situations, huh?�
�You got it.�
They were quiet for a moment, watching Grant. He was working hard and doing quite a bit of shouting, it seemed to Callie. Misty was bouncing around, trying to help, and barking whenever Grant shouted, as though to back him up. But he looked to be in his element. Who would have thought she�d be marrying a cowboy? That made her smile.
As the newly branded calf ran off to get away from these crazy ranchers, Will turned to her again.
�So I hear you and Grant are fixin� to get hitched,� he said, giving her a searching look.
She nodded. �You heard right.�
�You couldn�t get a better man. He�ll do you proud. Don�t you doubt it.�
She heard the sincerity in his voice and saw it in his eyes. �You know,� she said softly, �I think you just may be right.�
He nodded. �But we�re going to have to teach you how to ride and how to be a ranch wife.�
She tried to smile but couldn�t quite make it. �Do I have to?�
�Sure. You�re going to be a Carver. You gotta know your way around ranching.�
Hold it just a minute there.
This wasn�t what she�d signed on for. She gazed at him, a little worried.
�Did Jan do it?� she asked, and the moment the words left her lips she wished she could pull them back. This was none of her business. Why was Jan on her mind so often?
But Will didn�t seem bothered by the question.
�No, as a matter of fact, she did not. And believe me, that was a problem now and then.� He looked as though he was about to launch into a fuller explanation, but he caught himself and stopped, staring at her.
�To me, you look like a smarter gal,� he said instead. �I think you probably understand that compromises must be made in all parts of life, even when wrasslin� cattle. One person can�t always be the one to win. You got to develop an instinct for where to give in and where to stand firm. Just like Grant�s been doing out there right now.�
Grant called to him and he responded in kind, but Callie stayed where she was, thinking over what he�d said. One thing she hadn�t expected was a lesson in life from a cowboy. But she had to admit, Will had a few home truths to convey. She was glad he seemed to take to her. He might be an important ally in the future.
Grant came back to her looking a bit worse for wear, but very pleased with himself.
�I can still hold my own,� he proclaimed proudly. �Hell, I could come back here and take over running this ranch and have it doing twice as good as it�s doing now.�
That last was for Will�s benefit, and they argued good-naturedly for a moment or two. Grant slung an arm around Callie�s shoulders and began to lead her back to the house, still ragging on his friend. But when Callie glanced back, she caught Will giving Grant a thumbs-up that was obviously meant to convey approval of his marriage choice. That gave her a glow that matched the one Grant was riding on.
Back in the house, Grant washed up while Callie wandered around, admiring the rustic but strangely elegant furnishings. He came out looking freshly scrubbed.
�Rosa says she�ll lay lunch out in half an hour,� he told her.
�What will we do until then?�
He thought for a moment, then had an idea.
�Come on,� he said with a lascivious wink that was pure mockery. �I�ll take you up to my bedroom.�



CHAPTER SIX

FEIGNED suspicion filled Callie�s dark eyes and she dug in her heels.
�Why?� she demanded to know.
Grant grinned and tugged on her hand. �Just to show you.�
She frowned. �Show me what?�
�I don�t know. All my trophies. How�s that?� He laughed. �Come on. Follow me.�
She wasn�t seriously reluctant, so she did follow him and they ended up in a large room overlooking the back garden. A huge bed took up most of the middle of the room.
�Wow. This bed looks big enough to have a party in,� she said.
She colored when he laughed and she realized how that could be taken.
�Too bad I was such a shy guy I never thought of that myself,� he said sadly.
She threw him a skeptical look. �Shy guy� just didn�t fit with the man she was getting to know. �Right.�
Lowering herself to sit on the edge of the bed, she looked around at the furnishings. Basketballs, baseball gloves, a snowboard, a racing bike, trophies and banners. There was no doubt this room had belonged to a male child. She had a quick vision of all the friends and fantasies that must have passed through this room over the years.
�You know, this is just crazy,� she said softly, looking up at him. �How can I marry you? I don�t really know you. I don�t know what sort of person you really are.� She studied him, frowning. �I don�t know if you�ve been a solid citizen or a womanizer. I don�t know if you cheat on your taxes or�or rescue little donkeys from the snow. Who are you?�
He stared at her for a moment. �It doesn�t usually snow in this part of Texas,� he said at last. �At least not when the donkeys are out.�
She bit her lip. She refused to laugh. Instead she rose and began wandering about the room, looking at the artifacts of his growing up years.
�Tell me something I don�t know,� she said, picking up an endearing picture of a young Grant in a soccer uniform. He was trying to look tough and fierce for the camera. �Tell me what you were like as a child,� she said, setting it down.
�As a child?� His shrug was nonchalant. �I was a boy genius, of course.�
�Really.� She perused the titles in his bookcase-mostly old textbooks. �Tell me more.�
�Well, let�s see.� He struck a pose as though harkening back in time. �Naturally I was a Boy Scout. Helped my share of old ladies across the street. Won all my badges.�
�What else?� she asked, assuming he was only half-serious. There was a mocking tone to his attitude that let her know he wasn�t going to reveal any more than he had to.
�There�s not much more.�
She gave him a look. �Come on. Make an effort. I need to know.�
He shrugged and his voice took on the timbre of a radio announcer.
�I was a studious lad right from the start. Top honors in recitation. Walked miles through the snow to get to school.�
�I thought you just said it didn�t snow around here.�
�Snow in the metaphorical sense, of course.�
She sighed, losing hope of getting anything honest out of him now. �I should have known.�
He went on. �When I wasn�t studying, I was collecting things. Coins, stamps, butterflies.�
�Girlfriends?� she suggested casually, finding a stack of annuals and taking one up to flip through.
He scowled at her. �Never.�
�No kidding.� She raised an eyebrow as she found a page in his annual signed by lots of girlish sounding names.
�Of course. I was the model student. Summers I spent at science camp. I wrote journals and was president of the entomology club. Advisor to Student Scholars. Champion at one-hour chess. I had no time for frivolous things like girls and parties and��
�Hmm. Then I guess this yearbook must belong to some other guy named Grant. Here�s a note from someone named Snookie. �My dearest Grant,�� she read from the page, glancing up to see how he was taking it. ��Thanks so much for giving me your picture. I keep it under my pillow so I can kiss you good-night every night. I pretend I�m your one and only girl, even though you explained to me how you don�t believe in going steady��� She looked up at him, aghast. �You cad!� she cried.
He shrugged and tried to look innocent. �Snookie? Never heard of her.�
�Here�s another one. �Grant, you hottie! I saved you a seat in assembly but you didn�t show up. I�m looking forward to Friday night. You are so hot! Love, Mimi.��
Grant�s innocent act was beginning to fray around the edges and he was looking a little shifty-eyed.
�I don�t remember any Mimi, either,� he said before she had a chance to make a comment.
�I�ll bet she remembers you.�
He frowned, shoved his hands down deep into his pockets and looked at her sideways, trying a new direction. �You know, I really think this is a sad case of mistaken identity.�
�Really?�
He nodded hopefully. �It�s like you said. She must have meant some other Grant.�
�Right.� She nodded, eyes dancing. �I�ll bet your school was just brimming with guys named Grant Carver.�
He grimaced. �Brimming with Grant Carver wannabes, maybe,� he muttered.
She grinned. �Okay, let�s see if we can pin this down,� she said, turning to the index. �This Grant Carver was captain of the swim team. King of Junior Prom. Senior class president. Does that ring a bell?�
He blinked blankly and shrugged. �Who remembers high school?�
�Oh, wait! This Grant Carver was voted �Most Likely To Be Shot By A Jealous Husband.�� She looked up, her eyes dancing at his discomfort. �Grant, I don�t see anything about the chess club here.�
�They must have left that out.� He grimaced. �Never mind. Let�s go down and see if lunch is ready.�
She shook her head. �Let�s read more of those letters.�
�Let�s not.� He made a halfhearted pass at grabbing the book from her but she kicked off her shoes and jumped up on the bed, out of reach.
��Dear Grant,�� she read. ��You are so cool, but your kiss is so hot.�� She laughed. �All these references to heat. A theme seems to be coming through, don�t you think? Hot, hot, hot.� She made a face at him.
His eyes were smiling but he was pretending to frown and tried to grab the book again. �Give me that.�
�No!� she cried, bouncing away from his reach. �We must read all the letters. The truth must come out! Your wild past can�t be suppressed forever.� She frowned down at him. �Was this really your attitude toward girls in those days? Sexist pig.�
�I told you. That isn�t me.�
�Then who is it, your evil twin?�
�Could be. I won�t know until you hand over the book.�
�Hah!�
He held out his hand. �Give me the book.�
She taunted him with a grin. �Make me.�
He didn�t hesitate. In one bound, he was up on the bed with her. Laughing, she tried to get away, and when that didn�t work, she clung to the yearbook, trying to keep him from taking it. That didn�t last long. He had the book, and then she was falling onto the soft surface of the bed and he was falling with her.
They landed together, face-to-face, her hands flattened on his chest. She was still laughing, but when she looked into his eyes, she saw something darker and more disturbed there.
�Hi,� she said softly.
He couldn�t answer her. He was too busy trying not to want her.
His hands were clutched in fists to keep from touching her. And because this was so hard, he had to ask himself-could he do this? Could he marry another woman? He stared down into Callie�s dark eyes and searched for an answer.
Callie�s face had a look of impatience, as though she�d waited for something that hadn�t happened and she was getting darn tired of this. With a flash of quick irritation, she threw her arms around his neck.
�If you can�t even kiss me, how are we ever going to make love?� she whispered.
He stared down at her. She didn�t understand. Sex was just sex. He could do that anytime, anywhere. But kissing-that was opening up and letting someone in-a connection between heart and soul. Once he�d kissed her�
She was giving up. Her hands slid down from his neck and a hurt look filled her eyes. He couldn�t stand that, and without letting himself think, he lowered his mouth to hers.
Hot buttered rum. That was what she tasted like. Smooth and creamy and slightly intoxicating. And addictive. Once the kiss started, he wasn�t sure he was going to be able to stop it. She was so soft, so sweet�Desire rose in him like a sort of madness, threatening to take away his ability to reason.
As he struggled to pull away, the thoughts came anyway, fast and confusing. He didn�t want to feel this sort of urgency, this need to take her in his arms. But it had been so long since he�d held a woman and his body wanted hers so badly. At the same time, he had to hold himself back. He wasn�t free to do what came naturally. He had to remember�
�I�m sorry,� she was saying.
He looked down, startled. Her gaze was still troubled.
�I shouldn�t have pushed you into that,� she said. �I know you didn�t want to do it.�
His mind was still too thick to process coherent thoughts. Pulling back away from her, he rose on his elbow and watched her for a moment.
�This isn�t going to be easy for either of us,� he said at last. �What we�re planning to do will go against all our basic instincts.�
She nodded. �I know.�
Rolling over, she sat on the edge of the bed and looked back at him. She was reeling from that kiss, but working hard to keep that information close to the vest. But, oh my! Her lips were still vibrating. She�d never been kissed like that before. In fact, she didn�t know it could be that way. And worst of all, she was dying to feel that way again.
Should she tell him? Should she warn him that she might not be able to keep the sort of distance they were planning to maintain in their marriage? Maybe she should let him know. He had a right to that information.
But before she had a chance to say anything more, Rosa called from the stairs, letting them know that lunch was getting cold. They both rose from the bed, pulled their clothing together and started down to the lunchroom. And Callie let that moment slip away.
The lunch was delicious-tortilla soup and taco salad. As they ate, they both seemed to gradually lose the edgy sensitivity they�d picked up on that bed, and before long, they were talking and kidding again, instead of feeling that strange sensual connection.
�So tell me,� Callie said as they started on their bowls of ice cream for dessert. �On the level. What is the truth about you?�
�About me?� He shrugged as though it hardly mattered. �Hard to say. It�s probably about halfway in between what you were thinking and what I was saying.�
�Oh.� She thought for a few seconds. �Well, I guess that�s helpful. In a way.�
�Okay, here�s the real truth,� he began, waving his spoon at her.
�As opposed to the unreal truth you�ve been telling me so far?� she teased.
Giving her a superior look, he ignored her comment and went on.
�Unfortunately it�s a very boring story. I had good parents, a great sister, friends and extended family. I did well in school, but I wasn�t the best. I got into a good college and did well there. I met a wonderful girl��
His voice suddenly seemed to fail him. He�d meant to go on and tell her about Jan, she was sure, but right now, he just couldn�t do it.
�Anyway, just a normal American upbringing,� he said instead, avoiding her gaze as he put his napkin on the table.
�Sure,� she said, trying to sound casual after an awkward moment of silence. �With a little more money than most, a little more background, a huge Texas ranch and a major business in the family. Let�s face it, Grant. You are one of the blessed.�
He nodded slowly. �Yes. You�re right. I had a lot of advantages. And I�m grateful.� His voice got rougher as he added, �But I�d give it all up if I could change a few things.�
With a nod to her, he rose and walked out of the room, leaving it at that.
Callie looked around the room and wondered how often Jan had been here with him. It was obvious he was feeling the emptiness she�d left behind right now-that he was fighting off heartbreak. She wished she knew how to help him, but she was afraid that was a wound that just wasn�t going to heal.
Could she live with that? She was going to have to. Either that, or back out of this project. Because Jan was going to be the third member of their marriage, from what she could see. And she couldn�t say he hadn�t warned her.
The next day, Callie took her lunch hour to go to see her mother-in-law from her first marriage. Marge Stevens lived in a twilight doze most of the time, but she always brightened when she realized it was Callie leaning down to give her a kiss on her withered cheek. Thanks to Grant, she was in a better nursing home situation now, being cared for every minute by loving attendants.
Still, Callie thought how lucky Grant�s grandfather was to still be well enough to be living at home, even if he wasn�t very mobile any longer. It was just too bad he couldn�t see the wedding he was so interested in having take place.
And then, she had an idea. She stopped by Grant�s office when she got back to work.
�Grant, I know your grandfather can�t come into town for our wedding. But listen. Why don�t we take it to him? Why don�t we have the justice come out to the ranch? Would he do that?�
Grant thought it was a great idea and she could see that he appreciated her thinking of his grandfather that way. She had a warm glow for the rest of the afternoon.
But in the end, it turned out she should have left well enough alone. The plan had been to have a quiet, private wedding in the justice�s chambers with two witnesses. That was it, just a quick transaction, shake hands and off everyone would go. Instead, now that they were having the wedding at the ranch, everything was turned on its head.
She couldn�t blame anybody but herself. It had been her idea. But once the setting changed, things started spiraling out of control, and before she knew it, she was being asked what sort of wedding cake she wanted and did she want to have finger food or a sit-down dinner, and did she mind if the cousins from Redmond came? They would stay quiet and in the background, but they were older and had loved Grant as though he were a child of their own and would be so hurt if they found out they hadn�t been included.
So suddenly they were having the wedding of the year, out in ranch country at any rate. When everyone you met was just so excited about the wedding, how could you keep them away?
�I don�t even have a decent dress to wear,� Callie fretted as the whole thing loomed like a curse just a day away. �I mean, if we were really doing this right, I would have a hair appointment and a dress and veil and all the other things a bride expects to have. And here I am, going into a big wedding with little wedding outfits and preparations.�
�I thought that was what you wanted,� Tina said.
�Sometimes I want dumb things,� she said, frowning her frustration. �I�m getting a very bad feeling about this. Is someone trying to tell me something? Is this a sign that I�m not prepared for this marriage? That I�m doing something recklessly without considering all the ramifications?�
�Oh, calm down,� Tina said, trying to reassure her. �You�ve just got the jitters. Everything will be fine tomorrow. You�ll see.�
Callie tried to calm down. She took a long shower. She washed her hair. She packed a case of things she was planning to take out to the ranch to use in the wedding. Then she repacked the case she�d prepared to take to Grant�s apartment after the wedding. Then she repacked it again. Then she put a new shade of polish on her toenails and redid her fingernails.
But the whole time, all she could think about was Grant. How could she marry a man who was still in love with his first wife?
She was getting married for the second time. Was this her second big mistake? She�d married Ralph, her first husband, because he and his mother had been good to her when she was desperate and she was grateful. And now-had she fallen into the same trap again? She was marrying Grant because he promised to take care of all her problems and make life smooth and easy for her. How was that so different from the reasons she�d used to talk herself into marrying Ralph, another man she didn�t love?
Why couldn�t she seem to learn from her mistakes? Was she one of these people who kept falling into the same pattern again and again and ruined their lives?
�It�s different this time,� she whispered to herself.
Yeah. Right. That was what those sorts of people always said, wasn�t it?
�No, really. It�s different. Because this time, I understand what I�m getting into. I�m not expecting marriage to make everything perfect.�
Perfect? This might not even end up normally average, forget perfect.
She went back over all the steps in her head, reminding herself of how this was a business deal first and foremost. That they were both in this for something other than the usual love thing. That they both had to keep cool, calm and collected if this was going to work for them.
No emotions. At least, not so anyone would notice.
But she just wasn�t sure if that was going to work in the long run. In fact, she was afraid she already liked Grant a little too much. Should she tell him? If not, could she keep a secret like that for the rest of her life?
This was agony. Maybe they should just forget the whole thing. Maybe she ought to call him and�
It was late when Grant picked up the phone. He heard Tina�s voice on the other end.
�You�d better get over here fast,� she said.
He tensed. �What�s wrong?�
�We�ve got a bad case of cold feet developing. You might want to come over and try to nip it in the bud.�
Funny, but he�d been expecting this. In fact, he�d faced a bit of the old frigid feet thing himself, wondering how he could possibly be contemplating doing something so contrived and difficult to bring off.
�If you still want to marry this woman tomorrow,� Tina was saying, �you�d better come and make your case.�
�Again?�
�Again.�
He sighed. But what the hell-maybe trying to convince her would firm up the crumbling edges of his own confidence.
�Okay,� Tina was saying. �I�m going to take Molly and go grocery shopping. You will have about an hour and a half before I get back. Put it to good use.�
Good old Tina. He�d gotten to know her better over the past week and understood why she and Callie were so close. He was glad she was on his side. If she were working against him, he wouldn�t have a chance.
He was at the apartment in twenty minutes. Callie was home and she let him in, looking curious but not particularly surprised to see him.
�Tina called you, right?�
�She said your resolution was wilting. I came over to give it life support.�
She gave him a tragic look, turned and led the way to the couch, where she flopped down, pulling her legs up under her. He sat down in a chair facing her and spent a moment enjoying the way the lamplight played with her golden hair.
�You�re not going to desert me, are you?� he asked her softly.
She met his gaze and held it for a long moment before she slowly shook her head. �I don�t think so,� she said doubtfully.
He could have asked for a little more positive spin on that less-than-ringing endorsement. But at least she wasn�t calling him names and throwing things.
�Tell me, Callie. What is it that�s making you feel uncertain tonight?�
She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and opened them again.
�Oh, I don�t know. This whole thing. I mean, this started out being a small business deal. Remember that? Now we�re stuck with this gigantic wedding with all sorts of people coming, lots who I don�t even know. This wasn�t supposed to happen. It�s all gotten out of hand.�
�No, it hasn�t,� he said, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, all calm male confidence and optimism. �Callie, the wedding as a party means nothing. Officially joining our lives in the pursuit of a baby-that�s what�s important. All the rest is frills.� He shrugged. �If you want, we�ll cancel it and go back to our original plan.�
She stared at him. �We can�t do that.�
�Why not?�
She bit her lip. �Everybody�s so excited about it.�
�Great.� He smiled at her. �Let them have the party without us. We don�t have to go.�
She smiled, thinking of it. Most of them wouldn�t notice the bride and groom were missing until halfway through the day. She could imagine the scene.
�Really?�
�Sure. It doesn�t bother me.�
She laughed softly, looking at him. Why was he being so nice and understanding?
Because he doesn�t want to lose his chance at having his baby. Well, yes. That was true. Still, she liked that he didn�t just come in shouting like some men she�d known.
�But it�s not just the wedding is it?� he said.
Her smile faded. �No, not really. It�s this whole strange situation we�ve gotten ourselves into. I�m not sure we�re doing the right thing.�
He nodded. �Is it your first husband? Do you feel as though you�re betraying him in some way?� This was a scenario he knew only too well, so it was the first thing that came to mind.
�What?� She looked surprised at the suggestion. Betray Ralph? Hardly. �Oh, no. Not at all.�
He was glad it wasn�t that. Still, maybe there were deeper emotions here than she even realized herself. When you came right down to it, he didn�t know much about the man she�d married before. And what he did know was baffling, to say the least.
�Why don�t you tell me about him?�
�Ralph?� She wrinkled her nose. �Now?�
�Sure. We�ve got to do it sometime. Why don�t we get it out of the way now? Tell me why you married Ralph.�
She looked down at her hands, folded in her lap. Taking a breath deep into her lungs, she held it for a moment, let it out and looked up at Grant, smiling.
�Okay.�
She settled back into the couch. �I told you that I spent many of my teenage years in a group home. You had to leave when you turned eighteen. Ready or not, out you went.�
He nodded, his blue eyes dark in the shadows.
�Tina is a year younger than I am and she stayed on. But I had to go. I had to find a place for myself in the world. They gave us classes and counseling and all that, but you get such outlandish expectations when you�re young. I thought I could do anything.�
She smiled, remembering. �I was going to get a fabulous job and start college and find a boyfriend. It was all going to be wonderful. And when reality slapped me in the face and I couldn�t get a job that would pay enough to let me rent a decent place and still have money left over for food, I felt very lost and cheated for a time. I really struggled.�
It had been harder than she could express to him, harder than she would want to express to anyone. But it had helped make her into who she was today, she had to admit.
�And then, I saw an ad in the paper for an older woman who needed a paid companion. The job didn�t pay much but it came with room and board and would give me time to start taking college classes.�
She paused, smiling as she remembered. �Marge Stevens was�is�a wonderful person. She became a second mother to me in many ways. Without her, I don�t know what would have happened to me.
�Ralph was her son. He was in his thirties at the time. A lot older than I was. A pleasant, good-looking man. He traveled a lot, but came home at least once a month to visit with his mother. She adored him. He seemed to adore me. He helped me and taught me a lot. One thing led to another, and before I knew it, I�d agreed to marry him.�
�Just like that?�
She nodded, suppressing a smile. Yes, Grant, just like that. Just the way I�m jumping into marrying you, too. See what an idiot I am? I just keep doing it.
Sighing, she went on aloud. �They�d both been so good to me and they both wanted me to do it so badly. I sort of felt like I owed them. If it hadn�t been for Marge, I would never have been able to get through as much college as I did. She helped me a lot. And at the same time, Ralph seemed very ardent and I thought maybe this was love, for me, too.�
�Naive,� he muttered.
She leaned forward earnestly. �Listen, try to understand. Ralph was pretty much the first man who�d been good to me. My experience with men over the first decades of my life hadn�t been real positive. First there were my mother�s boyfriends who came and went and treated her horribly when they weren�t trying to hit on her little girl behind her back.�
She paused for a moment, swallowing hard. She�d never hinted at that before to anyone but Tina, and now here she�d casually told Grant. She looked at his eyes, but she didn�t see condemnation. Squaring her shoulders, she went on.
�Then there were the administrators of the group home. One man in particular enjoyed making sure we understood how worthless we were and how much we owed to him and his staff for all we got. And finally, the few guys I dated in college all turned out to be jerks. So when Ralph treated me as an equal, as someone worth talking to, I was just so happy to find a man like that, it helped to win me over.�
His eyes flashed and she wasn�t sure if it was with anger or something else.
�And you regretted it?� he asked, his voice rough.
�Oh, yes. I definitely regretted it. Not that Ralph ever did anything horrible to me. Not physically. But once we were married, that sweet, considerate man turned into a control freak suspicious of everything I did and everyone I talked to. He couldn�t let me go to the grocery store alone. He was sure I was seeing someone behind his back. It was crazy.�
�Hmm. What did he do for a living?�
�He was a sort of freelance photojournalist. Every now and then he actually sold a picture. But mostly, he lived off his mother�s tiny nest egg and her social security.�
�Great guy.�
She bit her lip. Funny, but she had an impulse to defend Ralph. He wasn�t much, but he�d been hers for a time. Still, she resisted it.
�He drank too much, of course, and finally he got drunk and fell in the street and hit his head just wrong. He was dead in three days.�
She reached into her pocket for a band and pulled her hair into a ponytail, tying it back. �It was sad, especially for Marge. But we never had a real marriage.�
He nodded, glad they had done this. He thought he�d found out what he needed to know-that she didn�t have any deep emotional ties to the man. They could pretty much close that chapter of her life.
But that left what he knew was unspoken between them-the real concern. How was this going to work with him still attached to Jan? Was he going to be able to give Callie what she needed when he was still held hostage to the past?
And what about Callie-could she ever give up on finding real love herself? Was it all worth it? Seemingly she�d made that decision and decided it was worth it. Was she regretting it? He didn�t really think so. Worried, maybe, but not regretting it. He hoped she would feel free to tell him what she was thinking.
�Let�s promise one thing to each other right now,� he said. �We�ll always be honest with each other. We can�t deal with a problem if we don�t know what it is.�
She nodded. She agreed. Sure, she would try to be honest. Later.
He wanted to fix things, make everything okay. But if she started being honest right now, she would have to tell him, �Grant, I�m scared to marry you because I�m so afraid I�m going to fall in love with you, and I know your heart is unavailable.� How was he going to fix that?
She couldn�t be that honest because she was in too deep. And she couldn�t pull away now.
�Don�t worry,� she said aloud to him instead. �I�m going to marry you tomorrow. There are just a few emotional hurdles I have to leap over first. I�ll get there.�
He nodded, looking troubled. �Get some sleep. I�ll pick you up early tomorrow and we�ll head out to the ranch.�
�Okay.�
He looked at her for a long moment, then turned away. �Good night,� he said.
�Good night,� she echoed, feeling a bit abandoned.
He reached the door and paused, then looked back at her. She was standing under the light in the entryway. She�d tied her hair back but strands were escaping all around her face, making her look like an angel, all aglow. His heart caught in his throat.
One stride and he was back, taking her into his arms, taking her mouth, taking her breath away. He hadn�t meant to do it. He knew he shouldn�t do it. But for this one moment, he had to do it.
He filled her mouth and took her sweetness as though he�d been starving for it. Her response was without indecision, so clear and pure and full of affection, it made him tremble.
Pulling her body close, into the curve of his chest, of his hips, he knew she must feel how he wanted her. He needed her to feel it. She had to know he wasn�t going to hesitate tomorrow night. He ached to take her body the way he�d taken her mouth. He was more than ready-all flesh and blood and urgency.
Wasn�t that the point of all this?
Pulling away, he took her face between his hands and looked deeply into her warm dark eyes.
�Thank you, Callie,� he said in a low, hoarse voice. �You make my dreams come true.�
Turning, he went quickly into the night.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE ranch was completely decorated for a wedding. Her wedding. Callie was astounded.
�I can�t believe it. Look at this place!�
Hanging baskets dripping with flowers hung all along the overhang. Someone had put up a tiny picket fence along the walkway to the house and planted vines with white flowers to wind through the slats. Roses were everywhere-in planters, in bowls, in cones set at the corners.
And inside, the decor was even more elaborate.
�Rosa, everything is so beautiful!� Callie cried as the housekeeper let them in.
�Of course,� Rosa said, shrugging. �It�s a wedding.�
Gena came up from behind her and swept Callie away. �Come on up to my room. I�ve got something to show you.�
Callie followed her up the stairs, lugging her overnight case filled with the white suit and accessories she�d brought along. One step into the room and she knew she was probably not going to use it after all. There, on a dressmaker�s model, was the most gorgeous white lace and satin gown she�d ever seen.
She gasped. �Oh, it�s beautiful!� She got close but didn�t dare touch it. �Where did it come from?�
Gena smiled. �It�s mine.�
Turning, she stared at the woman. �You were married?�
�Almost. The wedding didn�t quite come off like I planned.� Reaching out, she pulled at the waist. Callie noted a sad look in her eyes, but Gena pushed that away with a sigh and turned back to smile at her. �It�ll be a little big for you, but we�ve got a lady here on the housekeeping staff who�s quite a seamstress. She�s coming up to take a few tucks, so put it on and we�ll see how we�re doing.�
The next hour was filled with talking and trying on and sewing, and Callie had to admit, she was so relieved. She was actually going to get to wear a wedding dress. Now things were beginning to fall into place and feel right again.
In fact, she got so comfortable, she felt at ease asking Gena a question.
�Tell me about Grant�s wife,� she said, turning in her chair. Gena was working on Callie�s hair, making ringlets to frame her face and weaving tiny seed pearls everywhere.
�His first wife, you mean?� Gena corrected with a smile. She thought for a moment before going on. �Jan was like a hummingbird, small and beautiful and always on the move. She was a firecracker of a person, full of opinions and new causes and things that she was driven to get done. She and Grant met in college. They got married right after he graduated.�
Callie nodded, glad to have some picture in her mind where there�d been only questions so far.
�So their child wasn�t born until quite a while after they married.�
�Right.� Gena glanced at her, hesitated, then went on. �I don�t think Jan actually wanted children. She was too busy. But she finally gave in and did her duty.�
Gena frowned thoughtfully, not noticing that Callie was startled by what she�d just said. After all, the Grant she knew was all about having children. That must have created problems of a sort. Unless Grant�s need for babies only cropped up afterward.
�They had their ups and downs, but Grant adored her. He was devastated when she was killed in the accident. And losing Lisa, his beloved baby, almost destroyed him. It was months before he could even talk about it. I really thought he would never marry again. It was too deep a wound.� She shook her head, pressing her lips together as she thought about it.
�You know, for a long time, he couldn�t look at a picture of either one of them. I finally convinced him he had to put a picture up in his office. But you notice where he put it-high up behind his desk at an angle, a place he never looks.�
�Then why put it up at all?�
�As a tribute. I went in with him the day he put it up. I told him he couldn�t pretend they had never existed. They deserve more. And he agreed.�
Callie shook her head, feeling so sorry for Grant she was afraid her eyes would fill with tears. And with the makeup she and Gena had just put on, that would be a disaster.
�What do you think about what we�re doing, Gena?�
She was silent for a moment.
�I�ll be honest, Callie. I wasn�t for this at the first. But now that I�ve gotten to know you a little bit, I�ve changed my mind.�
Callie smiled at the woman who would soon be her sister-in-law. �I�m glad. I only hope you�re right.�
Grant was pacing the floor. Things had definitely gotten out of hand and that meant he wasn�t happy. He was a man who liked to have control of every situation he put himself in.
�Why the hell should I put on this monkey suit?� he demanded from Will, who was lounging on the bed and laughing at his friend�s hissy fit.
�Because you�re going to give that little gal a proper wedding, that�s why.�
He rounded on his friend, his hands balled into fists. �Says who?�
Will grinned. �Says your sister, Gena.�
�Oh.�
His older sister was the one person in the world he did take orders from. He ran a hand through his hair distractedly. Maybe he and Callie should reconsider his idea of skipping out on the party and leaving it to the people who wanted it.
�Listen, it wasn�t supposed to be this kind of wedding.�
�Everybody knows that. Never mind. Go with the flow.�
�Going with the flow usually ends up getting you drowned,� Grant muttered.
�Not this time. We�re going to be there to hold your head above water. That�s what this is all about-family and community support.�
Grant grimaced. Will was right. And that was exactly why he and Callie were stuck with this thing. They couldn�t disappoint their loved ones.
�Never thought I�d see you so nervous,� Will commented dryly.
Grant shot him a look. �I�m not nervous.�
�The hell you aren�t.� Will rose from his lounging position and began to unbutton his shirt. �Time to put on my own monkey suit, I guess. Since I�m being forced to stand up for you, seein� as how nobody else will do it. As if I didn�t have better things to do with my morning.�
�Exactly my point,� Grant muttered, preparing to dress for the wedding.
�At least we don�t have to get our hair done,� Will joked. �Though the way you�ve been torturing yours, someone better attack it with a comb.�
�You come near me with hairdresser intentions and the wedding�s off,� Grant responded sharply.
Will shrugged good-naturedly. �Never mind. I always did think the windblown look suited you just fine.�
Grant held up his hand, listening. Someone was playing the piano downstairs. �They brought in a piano player?�
Will nodded. �And some lady�s going to sing, too, from what I hear.�
Grant groaned. �This is like a real wedding.�
His friend clapped him on the shoulder. �That�s the point, big boy. You get the picture. This is a real wedding.�
But Grant was looking right through him, his mind in turmoil. Somehow this made everything different. How could this be a mere business deal when you added piano players and orange blossoms? How had everything careened so quickly out of control? Callie had been right the night before. This was all a bit too much. But it was obviously too late to change things now.
Coming down the stairs a few minutes later, Grant saw Tina arriving. He�d sent a car for her and was glad to see she�d made it. And then he saw her little girl coming in behind her-the little girl who looked so much like his Lisa that he looked twice to make sure it wasn�t her. He had to reach out and take hold of the banister for a moment.
Why was she here? Why would someone bring a little girl like that to a wedding?
He knew it was irrational, but he couldn�t help his reaction. When he saw the child, he reacted in an emotional way he couldn�t seem to control. The pain swept over him again, intense and almost unendurable. He couldn�t have a little girl who looked like Lisa watching as he married Callie. He was usually a logical, unemotional guy, but something about that just struck him as wrong.
He searched for Rosa and pointed out Tina�s child. �Could someone watch her during the wedding?� he asked. �Maybe take her up to the old playroom?�
�Of course,� Rosa said with a smile. �Such a pretty little girl.�
Gena had come up behind him. �What are you doing?� she asked as Rosa hurried off.
Grant avoided her gaze with a guilty maneuver. �Uh, that�s Tina�s little girl. I thought she would be happier playing away from the wedding.�
Gena frowned. �Did Tina ask you to do that?�
�No, but�� He swallowed hard and turned to look his sister in the face. �Look at her. She looks exactly like Lisa. Don�t you see? I can�t have her here during the wedding. I just can�t.�
Frowning, Gena stared at the little girl then turned back. �Grant, I don�t see�� But he was already heading back up the stairs and he ignored her comment.
There was no way he could explain. Every time he looked at Molly, he saw Lisa and he felt his own little girl looking at him with a sad reproach he just couldn�t face. That was all there was to it. And there wasn�t much he could do to change that.
Finally it was time. The backyard had been set up with chairs leaving an aisle down the middle. He walked down that aisle behind Will and they took their positions. The place was packed and he had another qualm, hoping Callie didn�t feel intimidated.
�What did you do, take an ad out in the local paper?� Will muttered to him out of the corner of his mouth, looking around at the crowd.
�Not me,� Grant murmured back. �You can�t pin this one on me.�
He looked at his grandfather, sitting in the front seat. The old man gave him a smile that helped make up for a lot of this. At least Grant Carver IV was happy.
The pianist struck up �Here Comes the Bride� and Tina came out, looking pleased as punch, and then Callie, looking so beautiful, he could hardly breathe for a moment.
A wave of relief swept over him. She was smiling at him, looking joyful. It was going to be all right. They would get through this and then, tonight, they were going to begin the task of making a beautiful baby together. He was looking forward to that a lot more than he�d expected to. In fact, almost too much.
He settled down and greeted his bride as she reached him.
�Hi,� she whispered.
�Hi, gorgeous,� he whispered back.
�Let�s get married,� she said, and he grinned.
�Let�s do it.�
Magic. That was the only word she could think of for today. Pure, shimmering, golden magic. She�d thought she�d feel awkward with a room full of people she�d never met before. The only people who were really there for her were Tina and Molly and Grant and his sister. But that seemed to be enough, because everyone else acted as though they�d known her since she�d toddled out into the world. She was the center of attention and praise and questions-she�d never felt so in demand before in her life.
Everyone was so happy for her and for Grant, thinking they were on their way to a lifetime of blissful happiness. At first she felt a little strange about pretending this was a normal marriage and not a business deal. She had to admit they�d put on the trappings of a real love match, so why would anyone think any different? But there was no way to explain. No one would understand.
And anyway, she wasn�t much different from the others-even she was beginning to feel like this was a love match. Whenever she looked at Grant she couldn�t help but react to how handsome he looked in a tuxedo. She felt a quiver inside. Was this the way love began?
That�s not love, you ninny! That is just pure anticipation of your wedding night, that�s what that is.
Maybe. There was no denying her heart skipped a beat every time she thought of it. So what? It was exciting and it was wonderful and she could hardly wait to be alone with him. She was on pins and needles, but in a good way. A very good way.
And then, Tina had caught the bouquet and the champagne punch bowl had been drained and the finger sandwiches had all been devoured and cake had been smashed into faces and icing licked off fingers and it was time for them to go.
They joined hands and thanked everyone for coming. People were laughing and calling out good wishes. She�d heard someone had tied things to the back of Grant�s car. She saw someone passing out little bags of rice.
This was crazy. It was a real wedding. She�d never thought it would happen to her. She turned to look up into Grant�s handsome face.
�One kiss,� he whispered. �And we�re out of here.�
She nodded happily. He bent and touched his lips to hers. She sighed. Magic.
And then it all fell to pieces, like a glass vase smashed by a rock.
Someone shouted. A buzz went through the assembly. Callie turned, confused. What was going on?
�Call 911,� someone shouted. �Quick. It�s Tina.�
�Tina?�
Callie was pushing her way through the crowd, her heart in her throat. By the time she got to her friend, Tina was sitting up, supported by someone who was holding a cup of water to her lips.
�I�m okay,� she said, trying to smile at Callie. �I�m just�� Her voice faded and she slumped forward.
She wasn�t okay at all. That much was obvious. Callie was frantic until the paramedics arrived to take her to the hospital.
�I have to go with her,� she told Grant. �I�m so sorry, I��
He nodded. �Of course. Go.�
�I�ll call you from the hospital.�
�Fine.�
He watched her climb into the back of the ambulance in her wedding gown and he knew his wedding night was a lost cause. But that didn�t matter. Tina�s welfare was all important now. That, and�
�Where�s the little girl?� he asked Gena. �I hope she didn�t see any of that.�
�No. She�s asleep on my bed.�
Grant nodded and took in a deep breath. �I guess we�d better look into some sort of child care for her.�
�Later,� Gena said, putting a hand on his arm. �She can stay with me for now.�
�Are you sure?�
�Oh, yes. She�s adorable. I�ll take care of her until we hear more about Tina.�
He nodded, looking broodingly at the road that led away from the ranch, the road Callie had disappeared down, and wondering how long it would be before he had her in his arms again.
It had been a week since his wedding, but he didn�t have a wife yet. Tina was home from the hospital but things didn�t look good. Callie had been staying at the apartment and spending most of her time at the hospital or taking care of Molly. And Grant was on his own.
So here he sat in his darkened apartment, a glass of bourbon and water in his hand, mulling over where things stood. He�d married Callie, but he hadn�t made her truly his wife, and he was about to go out of his mind with gloom over it.
He�d seen her every day. He�d gone over and done what he could for Tina and given support to Callie. He�d hired a service of rotating nurses and child-care professionals to help out at the apartment once Tina was back from the hospital. This was a very trying time for all of them.
Callie had decided to stay at the apartment herself for the short-term, and he�d agreed. Even with a nanny hired, he knew she felt someone should be with Molly to keep her from sensing how scary things really were. He wanted Callie home, but he hadn�t pushed. He�d had to bite his tongue a number of times to keep from saying what he felt. But he�d held it back.
What was happening to Tina was tragic and heartbreaking. The cancer she�d been battling over the last year had returned with a vengeance. Chemotherapy and radiation were being considered. Callie had thrown herself into the role of support for her friend and he could understand that. Callie�s compassionate side was one of the factors that made her such a quality person.
And she was. The better he got to know her, the more impressed he was with the woman he�d chosen to be the mother of his future children. She was great.
And at the same time, she was so much the opposite of his first wife. Jan had been all fire and passion, dancing and laughter, sharp anger and sweet atonement. She�d kept him on his toes. He�d loved her with a passion just as deep and bright, and he missed her so much he avoided thinking about her.
Just because she�d been such a presence in his life, he�d known he needed someone completely different, someone who wasn�t like Jan at all. And Callie was that person. Where Jan ran on impulse, Callie was planned. She used logic and kept her distance until she was sure of what she was doing. He was learning to appreciate those qualities more and more.
Now she was coming home tomorrow. And in some ways, he was more worried about that than anything. A bad pattern had been set by their being apart all this time. That pattern had to be broken. He wasn�t sure how and he didn�t want to come off like a caveman; he only knew something had to give.
He had a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach. Once she came back if she still had that lost, haunted look in her eyes, chances were good she wasn�t going to be in the mood for babymaking. He�d promised he wouldn�t push her into anything until she was ready. Circumstances were conspiring to keep that from happening. She was going to need something to pull her out of her current sad reality. Something new. Something to jolt her world and make her see the sunshine.
And, what the hell, something to make her see him again.
He frowned, turning the glass in his hand, thinking over options. He had to do something, no matter what it was. What was the point of having a lot of money if you didn�t use it?
An idea came to him, full of possibilities. Narrowing his gaze, he thought over all the options hard and fast. Yes. It was a good idea. In fact, it was a fantastic idea.
He picked up the telephone and punched in the number of the local airport. He was going to order himself up a honeymoon.



CHAPTER EIGHT

CALLIE had barely walked in the door when Grant was hustling her back out it again. In minutes, he had her ensconced in his car and they were sailing along the highway toward the airport.
�Where are we going?� she asked, looking out the window at the passing scene. He�d astonished her and she realized she was glad. With so much sadness in her life right now, she needed a respite. She�d spent so many nights lying awake in anger at what was happening to Tina. She�d spent hours crying in the shower, away from Molly. Grief was exhausting. She needed a break.
�It�s a surprise.�
She frowned. �But I didn�t pack anything. Are we staying overnight?�
He smiled mysteriously and refused to answer.
�You see, this is the problem with surprises,� she fretted, only half teasing. �Women need to prepare for these things. We need time to decide what to wear.�
�I�ll keep that in mind for next time,� he said smoothly, ignoring her mock glare.
He could have told her not to worry. It had already been taken care of. He�d called the personal shopper at the island resort where they were staying. He�d given her a few sizes and colors to work with and if she did her job well, a whole weekend wardrobe should be waiting for Callie in their room.
They landed on Santa Talia, a little-known island in the Caribbean. The air felt like liquid silk and smelled like plumeria blossoms. The locals had borrowed a tradition from the Hawaiians and happily piled flower leis around both their necks, until they were swimming in perfume and petals.
The resort consisted of bungalows spread out across rolling greenery and centered around a main building that provided the lobby, dining room and shops. Callie exclaimed over the perfectly furnished room and then gasped when she found the closet full of clothes that were just her size.
�I feel like Cinderella,� she told him, happily flinging clothes on the bed to look at them.
�Just call me the Handsome Prince,� he teased. �But hang on to those glass slippers.�
She laughed but when he caught her eye, she blushed. She knew why they were here. She could feel his growing excitement. She was ready, but completely panicked at the same time.
The last week had been draining and the sadness and anger over what was happening to Tina still filled her with an uncontrollable need to do something, anything, to feel like she was helping. So it had taken a lot for her to leave the scene, and when she�d first realized they were flying off somewhere for the weekend, she�d silently rebelled for a moment or two.
But she realized she owed Grant something, too. And if a few hours away from Texas would help him, maybe they were just what she needed as well.
�Let�s go for a walk on the beach,� he suggested.
�Okay.�
The sun was setting. They hadn�t eaten but neither one of them was hungry. They strolled down the white sand, letting the water lap at their toes, then climbed on some rocks. Grant caught hold of her when she lost her footing. He held her against him for a beat longer than necessary. She could feel his pulse, sense his desire. And for a moment, she could hardly breathe.
They had a sumptuous dinner served in their room but she could hardly eat a bite. A bottle of champagne was provided and they drank a toast.
�To honeymoons,� Grant said, lifting his glass until the tiny bubbles sparkled in the lamplight.
�To honeymoons,� she agreed, smiling into his eyes.
They went for another walk along the sand. The sky was inky and the moon was a silver ship riding the clouds above them. Moonlight shimmered on the water. The refuge of their room looked inviting as they returned. And Grant very deliberately closed the door.
Cupping her face with his hands, he bent slowly toward her and touched her lips with his.
�I promised you we wouldn�t do this until you�re ready,� he said softly. �Are you ready?�
She nodded, her throat too thick for speech. Her heart was like a caged bird fighting against the bars. She�d never been so scared and so thrilled, all at once. She wasn�t sure she was going to live through this. But she was ready.
He muttered something against her lips, but she wasn�t sure what it was, and then he was parting them with his tongue. She accepted him into her mouth, at first hesitant, and then greedily. He tasted so good and felt amazing. Raising her arms to circle his neck, she arched into his muscular body, wanting to feel her breasts hard against his chest.
Music was playing somewhere nearby. The sound of the waves on the beach mixed with the tune and made an island symphony. The air was soft, his hands were just rough enough to tantalize, and a fire was beginning to smolder inside her in places she didn�t know could burn.
His hands slid down her sides and then the simple dress she�d worn was in a puddle on the floor. She heard someone moan and realized the sound had come from her own mouth. She was going to make love and be made love to for the first time in her life. That was just awesome. A landmark. A red-letter day.
Would she be glad or sorry when it was over? She didn�t know. She only knew it had to be done. And now her body was reaffirming that very mandate. She was melting and yet floating at the same time. She didn�t feel normal at all, and she loved it. As she pressed her mouth to his neck and kissed him with her tongue, she knew she could get addicted to this feeling. And then, suddenly, she felt an urgency building inside her, a need so intense, she cried out in surprise.
�Just a moment, Callie,� he whispered huskily against her throat. �Don�t worry. We�ll get there.�
As he picked her up to carry her to the bed, she knew she was sinking into passion as though it were a very thick and very soft pillow. And passion was a destination she never wanted to leave again.
Sometime later, they lay together, spent for the moment, catching breaths. A whole new world of sensation had opened up for Callie, but there was more. A whole new world of closeness and affection had opened up as well. She knew what it was to have a man. Did she also know what it was to love?
She would have said yes to that question just moments before. Now that the air was cooling her skin, she wasn�t so sure anymore.
�Cooler heads prevail,� she murmured groggily.
�What�s that?� he asked, raising his head and looking at her with a slight smile.
�Nothing. I�m just enjoying the moment,� she said, smiling at him. She reached a lazy hand up to touch the skin of his wonderful chest. �I feel so�so good.�
�I�m glad.� He looked at her warmly, and then almost imperceptibly, his gaze cooled. He looked away. �I hope that did us some good,� he said crisply, sounding like things were all business again. �We�ll have to keep trying until��
She closed her eyes, appalled, and drew back her hand. Here she�d been thinking love and he�d revealed he had a calculator where his heart should be. For just a moment, she understood the old saying that hatred is the closest thing to love.
Oh, Grant, don�t ruin this.
He leaned over her and began dropping small kisses around her navel. To her shock, her hunger was back so strongly, it was as though it hadn�t been satisfied just moments before.
So this was the way it was going to be. Alternating joy and chagrin. Well, if that was her destiny, bring it on. She had to admit, she rather liked it.
By the time their honeymoon ended, they�d had two days of mostly bliss. Callie didn�t think she�d ever been so happy in her life. She was an old hand at making love now. She knew the ropes. A lady with experience. That made her laugh at herself, but it was true. They�d made love three times that first night and countless times since. And each time she felt she learned a little more about this man she�d married.
For the short time they were together on the island, they developed a closeness that amazed her. He�d been so warm and loving, she felt as though she could say anything to him, and ask anything of him. Well, almost anything. As long as it had nothing to do with his first wife and child.
And now they were going home. Already missing the place, she looked about to make sure they had picked everything up before leaving.
�Have you had a good time?� Grant asked, smiling at her.
�Oh, it�s been like heaven here,� she said.
�Heaven I�m not so sure about,� he responded with a grin. �But I do agree it�s about the best place on our earth.� He looked at his watch. �We all packed and ready to go?�
�I think so.�
�We�ve got about twelve minutes before the car arrives to take us to the airport.� He looked at her speculatively. �Twelve whole minutes,� he said softly.
She started to smile, eyes sparkling. �Twelve whole minutes, huh?�
He nodded, one eyebrow quirked in question. �What do you think?�
She shrugged, feeling an unfamiliar sense of wicked delight. �Why not?�
Laughing, they began a race to see who would be first getting rid of the clothes they�d just put on. In half a moment, they were back on the bed, tumbling together, hot skin and willing flesh, a heady recipe for ecstasy.
Callie marveled later, when she was remembering this crazy, wonderful event, that her response had become so quick and ready in such a short time. She was very much afraid that it was mostly due to the fact that she loved the man. And, almost as important, she loved his lovemaking.
They were back and it was like stepping out of a beautiful fantasyland into the cold, hard reality of everyday life. Things that had seemed so easy on Santa Talia suddenly seemed impossible to achieve.
It had been late in the evening when they�d driven in from the airport. Callie had gone straight to the kitchen to begin to find her way around and get used to the place. She�d come over a couple of times in the days before the wedding, fixing up the spare bedroom into a retreat of her own and moving some of her things in. He�d wondered why she felt she needed her own space at the time, but he hadn�t said a thing. He wasn�t sure, really, how he was going to feel when the time came.
She made them both some hot chocolate and they sat at the kitchen table and sipped, talking softly about their weekend. They had both been yawning and he was thinking it was time to go to bed when she�d rinsed out their cups, turned to smile at him. �Well, good night,� she said.
And off she went down the hall before he realized what was happening, straight into the spare bedroom. The door closed with a crisp finality. And he was still sitting at the table with his mouth hanging open.
He supposed she was just as tired as he was, but still�He hadn�t realized she was going to value her privacy quite so completely and now he was feeling a bit disgruntled-even a little confused. He�d looked forward to having Callie in his bed, to holding her close in the night. He hadn�t had that warm companionship for so long, not since�
Well, Jan of course. Not since Jan.
Funny that he hadn�t realized where that thought was going until it got there. Usually Jan was right up-front, foremost in his consciousness. But never mind, he was just tired. This had nothing to do with Callie and the fact that they had made love. Not at all.
His instinct was to go straight to her and bang on the door, asking her just what the hell she thought she was doing. But he controlled the impulse. He�d vowed to treat her more calmly than he used to treat Jan. Give her some space. Let things develop naturally.
Still, he hoped he wasn�t going to have to point out to her that one weekend in the Caribbean wasn�t necessarily going to be enough to start a long line of descendants hatching. It might take a bit more work. In fact, it was going to take more no matter what.
Callie was leaning against the bedroom door with her eyes closed, listening intently. She�d taken that long, lonely walk down the hall, waiting to hear his voice calling her back, losing hope with every step.
Why didn�t he call her? Why didn�t he laugh and say, �No, darling, I want you in my bed-all night long.�
But he never said a word. She supposed he didn�t want her to try to take Jan�s place in his bed, so she wasn�t going to try to push her way in. She knew that in his mind, Jan was his real wife. Callie was his business partner in this baby-making enterprise. She wouldn�t encroach. She wouldn�t try to take any more of him than she was due. But it was going to be a cold, lonely night with only memories of Santa Talia to warm her.
Tina was worse. The doctors had decided her cancer was inoperable. Her outlook was not good and that cast a pall over everything.
Callie threw herself back into caretaking with a vengeance. Though she insisted on working a full day at the office, she vowed to spend every moment she could with Tina and Molly, trying to help smooth the transition for them both. The golden idyllic space and time on Santa Talia very quickly began to seem like a dream that had taken place far, far away in a past that was receding.
At dinner that night, Grant was edgy, and she wasn�t exactly calm herself. They both knew a moment of truth was coming.
Grant had worked late at the office and Callie had spent a couple of hours with Tina and Molly, after which she�d picked up a nice chicken dinner at the deli. She was arranging it on plates while Grant put together a salad and hunted for dressing in the refrigerator.
They ate slowly, talking about a project the company was bidding on, avoiding the tragic topic of Tina and what could be done. At one point, Callie yawned.
�You�re working too hard,� Grant told her. �And you�re not getting enough sleep.�
�You�re right,� she admitted. �But I just have so much I need to get done.�
�You know, you could leave work early so you�d have more time with Tina,� he said a bit gruffly.
She hesitated. �I�ve thought about that, but it wouldn�t really be fair to my co-workers.�
He frowned at her. �Callie, this is a special case and it�s only temporary. Take the time off. Tina needs you.�
She smiled at him, appreciating his thoughtfulness, though she knew full well the unspoken motive had something to do with the fact that he didn�t want her to neglect him, either. But that was all right. She could understand that.
�Actually Molly needs me most,� she said, and his eyes darkened. He looked away as he always did when Molly was the subject. That bothered her, but she didn�t have a chance to ask him about it as he was already talking about changes he was making at the office, and about how he was going to have a few extended business trips coming up.
They cleared away the dishes and sat, drinking coffee and talking for a half hour. Callie was beginning to wonder how they were going to manage bedtime tonight, when Grant took the bull by the horns and did it his way.
�Callie,� he said, looking at her forthrightly. �Don�t you think we ought to get back to work?�
She was startled for a moment. She�d just risen, thinking to go to the sink to rinse out her cup, but she turned back to face him. �You mean�?�
�Yes,� he said, rising himself and looking down at her. �That�s what I mean.�
She searched his eyes. �Are you sure?�
�About what?�
She took a deep breath. �I didn�t know if you really wanted me to.�
�Callie, look at me. I want you. Don�t ever doubt it. I should have a sign painted on my forehead, I Want Callie.�
She smiled, wondering how he could say that. �Are you sure?�
�I�m sure.�
She shrugged, putting down her cup. �Well, okay then. My bedroom or yours?�
He�d had enough of this. Growling, he picked her up and slung her over his shoulder.
�I�ll show you where you belong,� he said.
She shrieked and laughed as he carried her into his room and dropped her in the middle of his bed. She was still laughing as he slipped off her blouse and pushed aside her bra. But when his lips touched the pink tip of her breast all laughter faded away and she melted into the passionate woman she�d learned how to be on a Caribbean island.
An hour later, with the lights off and the house buttoned down for the night, Grant felt calm and fulfilled for the first time that day. He liked the smell of her hair and the feel of her soft skin. He loved to feel her legs wrap around his hips and to feel her fingers dig into his shoulder. He was crazy about the way she cried out when it got really good and he was addicted to the way he felt when their time together came to its high point.
For just a moment the traitorous thought came into his head-Jan never cared all that much for lovemaking. Callie seemed to thrive on it. But he banished that thought quickly. No comparisons. It wasn�t right and it wasn�t fair.
Still, he felt fulfilled and satisfied, like a lazy cat in the sun, just being with Callie. After they made love, he thought it was so full and sweet and solid that she wouldn�t possibly want to leave him. And then he felt her slip out of the bed and pull on her robe. He lay very still with his eyes closed as she walked quietly across the hallway-away from him.
Why didn�t she want to stay with him? Her absence left a big, cold, empty place in his bed. It was something he was going to have to do something about.
Lately nights were good, Callie had to admit.
Days were bad. Being cheerful for Tina was getting more and more difficult. She was on pain medication around the clock now and usually asleep. A hospice nurse came by twice a day, and of course, there was the nursing service Grant had hired for her.
Molly had a nanny twenty-four hours a day, but she didn�t understand why her mommy was always in bed. Callie tried to be there as often as she could to keep things as normal as possible for the child. That was what was most important.
It was impossible for a child so young to understand what was happening, but she had to sense that something sad was going on. Callie hated that, knowing it must be scary for her. She understood feeling scared of things you were too young to fully comprehend. She�d spent her own childhood often frightened of her mother�s drunk boyfriends. She didn�t want Molly to have those kinds of memories. At all costs, she had to be protected.
There was one puzzle that still bothered her. Grant had been so generous, hiring the nurse and the nanny and coming by to see Tina every few days. So why did he act so strangely around Molly? He always avoided her. And the sad thing was, the girl was fascinated by him. She lit up like a Christmas tree every time she caught sight of him. It was a nagging problem that didn�t show any signs of getting better.
Finally one day she brought it up to his sister.
�Gena, what is it? Why doesn�t Grant like Molly?�
Gena had looked pained. She�d dropped by to see her brother, but he was working very late, so she�d stayed to have a chat with Callie instead.
�Is he still acting that way?�
�Yes. He avoids her like the plague.�
She nodded, pursing her lips. �He should have talked to you about this himself, but since he hasn�t, I�ll tell you. He thinks that Molly looks just like his daughter, Lisa.�
Callie frowned, trying to think back and picture the photograph he had in his office. �Well, they both have dark hair and dark eyes, but other than that�� She shrugged.
�Exactly. They don�t look alike at all. I don�t know how he got it in his brain, but now he can�t seem to shake it loose. He fixates on it. And that makes it impossible for him to accept her.�
�But he has to accept her.� She looked at Gena helplessly. �She�s going to be mine. For keeps.�
Gena�s eyes widened. �You mean to tell me you plan to adopt her once Tina is gone?�
Callie nodded, feeling a bit lost. �I promised Tina. And even if I hadn�t��
Gena nodded. �Sure, I understand.� With a sigh, she threw her arms around Callie and hugged her tight. �Oh boy,� she said. �I�m afraid you and Grant are in for one rocky ride.�
�If only I could think of some way to make him look at Molly differently.�
Gena drew back and searched her face. �Don�t you get it? It has very little to do with Molly. It�s all about him. He�s feeling guilty. He can�t shake the fact that he should have been home more and taken a more active part in his daughter�s life. All this moping about is because he can�t expunge his sense of guilt.�
Callie shook her head. This was the first she�d heard of anything like this. �What are you talking about?�
Gena shook her head. �Grant was the typical workaholic. He lived for business. And Jan wasn�t any better. She was so busy with her activities and her girlfriends. The two of them had a nanny for Lisa. There were times when they would work all day, then meet for dinner out, then get home too late to see Lisa that day. Believe me, that wasn�t unusual. They were the ultimate yuppie couple, living the modern life and treating their daughter like a pet.�
Callie was shocked. Somehow she couldn�t imagine Grant letting that happen, no matter how crazy he was about his wife. �So you�re saying Grant feels guilty about neglecting Lisa, so he wants to neglect Molly?�
�Now that�s putting a bit of spin on it.� Gena made a face. �I don�t think Grant is actually all that complicated. No, but I�m saying he does feel guilty. He�s haunted by this vision of Lisa watching him, crying, wanting more attention, and him just taking off for work instead of giving it to her.�
Callie nodded, finally feeling she was getting the picture. It did fit, now that she thought about it. And at some point, when she felt comfortable enough to do it, she was going to bring it up to him and challenge him to change his ways. Just not right now.
Grant seemed to have a strange way of dealing with his grief. Besides the way he acted with Molly, there was the fact that there were no pictures of his first family here in his apartment. She�d searched every room. There wasn�t a sign that he�d ever been married before and had a child. And yet, Jan�s presence hung over the place and haunted the hallways. She wondered if she would ever get used to that.
But all in all, her relationship with Grant was good and just seemed to get better and better. She enjoyed her work. It was odd having Grant as a boss when she also had his ring on her hand. She knew everyone else was gossiping about it behind her back. She didn�t mind. If it gave them entertainment, let them speculate. She was just concentrating on doing a good job and doing the best she could for Tina and Molly at the same time. And, of course, getting pregnant.
Was that ever going to happen? It had been over a month now and still nothing. She was beginning to worry. What if their happy ending was out to lunch?
�Don�t worry,� Gena told her. �Just relax and let nature take its course. You�re not a teenager, you know. Your body is used to its barren state. It�s going to have to jog itself into a new mode of being and that might take it a little time. It could happen at any moment now.�
Gena was prophetic-and Callie was pregnant, and probably had been when they were talking about it. The little stick in the pregnancy test told the tale.
But by the time she�d done the test, she�d known for over a week. Her swollen breasts had given her the first clue. And then it was as though she could feel her body adjusting to the presence of new, growing life inside her. She felt as though her pelvic bones were loosening, getting ready to accommodate seven or eight pounds of bouncing baby boy or girl. Her skin felt more sensitive. And her stomach felt queasy.
It was all very exciting and wonderful and she wished she could share it with Grant. But she didn�t want to tell him just yet. Despite the fact that this was exactly what he was waiting for, she didn�t know how he would react. After all, if she told him she was pregnant, would he withdraw? Would his work become more important than she was? And most of all, would he quit wanting to make love with her?
She didn�t want that. It made her face burn to admit it, but she loved how he loved her. His rough hands on her soft skin, the feel of his hard, exciting body, the thrust, the cry, the almost animal-like intensity of the need for him, the incredible climax, and then it all dissolved into a tangle of arms and legs and hot, sweet skin and she could close her eyes and rest on his chest and pretend that he loved her. That time of the night was the best time for her. She�d never known this kind of body hunger could even exist. She didn�t want it to end.
She kept remembering what he�d said that first time in Santa Talia.
I hope that did us some good�We�ll have to keep trying�
She knew him so much better now and she could tell that he had a sort of affection of some kind for her. And she thought it was pretty obvious he liked making love. But if he had this guilt thing going about Lisa, might he not have something similar about Jan? What if he decided he couldn�t justify making love with someone who wasn�t Jan now that there was no need for it?
That night, lying with him in his bed, she knew she wasn�t being fair to him. She listened to his even breathing. He was a good man. He deserved to know. It was only right she should tell him. She would do it the next night, she decided, as she slipped out of his bed and made her way back to her own room.
That put her on pins and needles for most of the day. She got home a little early and fixed a special dinner and set the table with candlelight. And then she waited.
When he finally came in, he barely looked at her and was clearly distracted.
�I�ve got a business trip,� he told her. �Sorry it�s so sudden. I�ve got to go to Madrid. Negotiations on the property acquisitions are falling apart and I�ve got to go see if I can put Humpty Dumpty together again. I may be gone for more than two weeks.�
�What?�
�I�m sorry, Callie. I know it�s a bad time. But there�s no choice. I have to go.�
Reaching out, he drew her close and kissed her lips. That almost made up for the news he�d just given her, because he never made spontaneous gestures of affection like that. She was thrilled and happy for the rest of the evening.
But she didn�t tell him her own news. She decided that would have to wait until he was back from Europe. Knowing that the child he yearned for was actually on the way might make it that much harder for him to leave, and this trip was obviously important to him.
No, she would wait. She held her secret close inside and enjoyed thinking about how happy he was going to be when she finally told him.



CHAPTER NINE

TINA died peacefully early on a Monday morning. Callie was by her side. She didn�t cry. She had already cried buckets over the last few weeks and she had to maintain a cheerful front for Molly.
Luckily Molly didn�t notice that much was different. She hadn�t seen her mother much except for quick visits to the hospital for weeks and then asleep from the doorway once she was home. She was getting used to life with Callie and Nadine, the nanny Grant had hired, filling the caretaking slots. So it didn�t seem odd to her when she and Callie packed up all her things to move her to the penthouse. It was just another adventure.
The funeral was on Thursday. It was sparsely attended. Tina didn�t have a wide circle of friends. Gena came and Callie appreciated that. Grant tried to make it, taking a midnight flight from Madrid, but his plane was delayed and he only arrived for the tail end of the service. Callie took one look at him coming in through the arched doorway and all the emotion she�d held so tightly controlled let go as though a dam had been broken. She dissolved into tears and he reached her quickly, taking her into his arms and holding her tightly against his chest, rocking her and murmuring comfort. She couldn�t seem to stop crying but she loved the way he held her.
She regained control as they drove back to his apartment. By the time they were at the front door, she was herself again, quietly telling Grant about how the last few days had gone. He listened sympathetically as he pushed the button to open the door. They both entered, lingering in the entryway, and suddenly a youthful screech filled the air as Molly came hurtling toward them on her little chubby legs.
�What the�?�
Grant turned toward Callie, astounded.
Callie caught Molly up in her arms and hugged her tightly. She�d agonized over whether or not to take her to the funeral, but in the end, she�d decided not to. She was just too young to deal with whatever hints she might have picked up on as to what the ceremony was about. So she�d left her at home with Nadine.
�Hello, pumpkin,� she said to her now. �Were you a good girl while we were gone?�
�She was just fine,� Nadine said, walking toward them with her awkward walk and warm, generous manner. �Did you have a good trip, Mr. Carver?�
Grant was still in shock from finding Molly ensconced in his home. Callie saw it in his face and bit her lip, wishing she�d warned him. But it was too late now.
He muttered something in response to the nanny, but his gaze was on Callie, and she could see that he wanted answers. She was about to hand Molly back when the little girl lunged toward Grant.
�Da Da!� she cried, using the name she�d been using for him from the first. Her face was filled with delight and her little arms stretched toward him.
It took both Callie and Nadine wrestling with the child to get her back under control and out of the room. When Callie came back, Grant was waiting for her, his eyes ice-cold.
�What is Molly doing here?� he asked softly.
Callie sighed. She felt as though she were wilting. After the funeral and everything else from the week, she didn�t have much in reserve for arguing. Turning, she looked him straight in the face.
�I was hoping I would come up with a good way to tell you about this, but I just haven�t had the time to think about it. I�m just going to give you the facts.�
�That would be best.�
Callie reached out to steady herself against the high back of a chair. �She�s here. She�s going to stay with us from now on.�
He looked as though he�d been shot.
�Grant, I know how you react to her but I�m sure that will fade quickly if you just let it��
�No.� He was shaking his head emphatically. �No, it�s impossible.�
She turned her head, avoiding his eyes.
�Callie, it�s impossible. I can�t have her here. I just can�t do it.�
She took a deep breath. �Grant, I really think you should try to get over that.�
�Get over it?� He stared at her. �How do you get over having your life torn apart? How do you get over losing a child?�
She turned back to face him. �But, Grant, this is another child. A child who needs us. Wouldn�t redeeming the life of another child make up at least in part for what was lost?�
His face was cold and his jaw looked like granite. �No.�
�I know it was awful. It�s still awful.� She was pleading now. �But life goes on and you can�t take it out on a baby.�
He frowned as though he couldn�t believe she could be saying these things. �I�m not taking anything out on a baby. I�m just telling you what I can�t do. And I can�t live with the situation you suggest. I just can�t.� He sighed impatiently. �Surely Tina has some family somewhere who can take the baby.�
She shook her head, fighting the awful feeling of dread that was building in her.
�Oh, come on, Callie. Everyone�s got someone.�
�I don�t. Except you.�
She said the last two words so softly he might not have heard. He certainly didn�t react.
�And you want me to believe Tina didn�t, either?� he said levelly. �She couldn�t have been completely alone in the world.�
�Well, she does have a stepmother somewhere. But she hated her. Called her evil. I know they haven�t spoken in years.�
�Still, if she�s family��
She met his gaze with her chin high. �The woman let Tina be sent to foster care rather than take care of her after her father died. Why would she want to take Tina�s baby in?�
She saw the hope fade in his eyes, but then he had an idea.
�Then how about some nice young couple looking to adopt? She�s a beautiful little girl. She wouldn�t have any trouble finding someone who wanted her.�
Callie�s jaw stuck out even further. �She already has found someone. Me.�
�Oh, Callie.� He shook his head in disbelief.
She was fighting tears now, but she was determined not to let them show. �Grant, this is Molly we�re talking about. My Molly.�
�Your Molly?�
�Yes.� She nodded. �Tina did some paperwork and got me named as legal guardian a week ago. I�m going to adopt her.�
His eyes were flat and cold. �Why didn�t you tell me?�
She shook her head. �You weren�t here.�
He stared at her. There was no give in his face, no sign that he might relent. Her heart was breaking.
�I hate to put it this way, Grant, but my responsibility to Molly goes back further than my commitment to you. I can�t abandon her. I won�t.�
He stared at her, hardly able to believe this was the same loving woman he�d become so accustomed to these last few weeks. Where had this steely determination come from?
�There�s no one else to take her,� she was saying insistently. Her emotions were starting to show. Her voice was rising. �If this means it�s over between you and me, that�s the way it will have to be, because there is no way I can do that to this child.�
Looking at her, he saw the tragedy in her eyes and he realized what she was asking. Could he give her up? Why not? He could find another woman, couldn�t he? It couldn�t be that hard.
And suddenly, it struck him like a knife in the chest. He couldn�t do it. He was so attached to her now, he couldn�t imagine life without her. He had to have her nearby. His breath was coming faster than normal and he realized that the threat of Callie leaving scared the hell out of him. He couldn�t lose her. He would do just about anything to keep her. But could he do this?
Blinking rapidly, he tried to shift gears, tried to rethink things. Molly was a sweet little girl. It wasn�t her fault she affected him the way she did. Maybe�But no. Just thinking about it made him start to sweat. He couldn�t do it.
Surely there was someone out there in the world who could take her. Surely there was an aunt, a grandmother, someone. All they had to do was find that person. He had a very good detective agency he used at times for the company. He would call them in the morning. Surely they could find someone.
In the meantime, maybe he could deal with this new situation. He would have to. He couldn�t let Callie go. That was not an option.
But the words were difficult to speak.
�We could try it for a while, I suppose,� he said, his voice rough as sandpaper. Looking at the hopeful light in her eyes, he wanted to take her in his arms and hold her tightly to him. �We�ll see how it goes.�
He could see the relief in her face and it warmed him.
�So you want me to stay,� she said.
He grimaced. �Of course I want you to stay,� he said roughly, trying to control the emotion in his voice.
She sighed and let herself begin to relax. �Well, that�s good. Because�because I really should be here right after Christmas.� She tried to smile but she knew she looked like she was about to cry. �That�s when our baby is going to be born.�
�What?� He felt the room spin. It was his turn to reach for support. �You�re pregnant?�
She nodded, tears welling in her eyes as she smiled up at him. �Yes.�
�Callie.� He pulled her close and rained kisses on her face. �Oh, Callie. I�m the happiest man in the world.�
And for the moment, he actually meant it.
An almost comfortable routine grew up around their busy days. Callie and Grant ate breakfast together in the mornings, then Grant left for the office and Callie fed Molly and played with her until it was time for her to go to work. She took care of errands and shopping late in the afternoon. Then she went straight home to take care of Molly for the rest of the day into the evening. Grant usually didn�t come home until after Molly�s bedtime. It was best that way, she supposed.
Still, the situation wasn�t ideal and Callie wished Grant would make an effort to get to know Molly better. But she wasn�t in the position to be choosy right now. So she let it go for the present.
Her fear that Grant might not feel the need to pay much attention to her once she was pregnant, as though that project had been completed and it was time to move on, proved unjustified. Most of the time their relationship could have passed for a love-match to any casual observer-especially in the lovemaking department. Contrary to her fears, there had been no slacking off in that area. In fact, Grant seemed to relish her changing body, and she relished his interest.
Her pregnancy was progressing normally. Grant insisted on going with her to her first doctor�s appointment. The doctor pronounced her in great shape and Grant talked vitamins and danger signs he�d read about in the waiting room all the way home.
That meant he was home earlier than usual-early enough to witness Molly eating her dinner. The little girl was in her high chair and Callie had turned to the sink to wash off a toy when Grant walked into the room.
�Look at this mess!�
She whirled to see what was going on. �What are you shouting about?�
�There�s food all over the white rug.� He pointed down. �Look, it�s ruined.�
She looked at the fancy and probably very expensive carpet and then she looked at Molly. Molly was grinning happily. As Callie watched, she picked up a handful of mashed potatoes and threw it at Grant. The little splat landed on the side of his nose. Molly gurgled happily. Callie could almost hear her saying, �Touchdown!�
Grant turned toward Callie with a see-what-she-did look on his face.
And Callie responded cheerfully with, �Okay. That does it. We�re getting rid of the white rug.�
Grant looked confused as he wiped mashed potatoes from his face. �What?�
She shrugged. �The white rug has to go. Do you think Molly is the only baby who�s going to throw food all over it? White rugs are not compatible with happy babies.�
�But��
�You just wait.� She pointed to her still-tiny tummy. �This guy is going to tear this place apart.�
He looked a bit nonplussed.
�We�re going to have to baby-proof all the rooms,� she said.
�Baby-proof my apartment?�
�Didn�t you do that for�?�
She stopped. She�d almost said Lisa�s name. That was against the unspoken rules. She saw something flicker in his eyes.
But at the same time, she was having second thoughts. This was all wrong. They couldn�t dance around this issue the rest of their lives. Lisa had been a real person and deserved to be spoken about like a real person. The way he was treating her, she wasn�t real anymore-she was a museum relic wrapped in protective gauze and kept from human view. He must have memories of her that he cherished. Wouldn�t it be better if it was possible for him to bring them back out and honor them?
�I�m sure you did a lot of child-proofing once Lisa began to toddle around the room,� she said deliberately.
He looked up at her, startled. It was probably the first time he�d ever heard his baby�s name out of her mouth. He stared at her for a long moment, then, without saying a word, he turned and left the room.
Well, it looked like that had been a big mistake. But what else could she do? And something had to be done.
She got a red lollipop for Molly. She�d brought over Tina�s store of them and put them in a drawer in the kitchen. She still didn�t really approve of Molly having them, but she was willing to let her for a while. She had so many new things to learn and new rules to follow. She liked the idea of giving her as many things from her life with Tina as she could, at least for the time being.
But she also had to work on this fixation of Grant�s. The next night, she tried a new method.
She and Grant were sitting on the couch, talking quietly just before bed. Suddenly she brought up something she knew he was going to resist.
�I think we should put up a picture of Jan and Lisa.�
He froze, staring at her. �What are you talking about?�
�Grant, they were a huge part of your life. You can�t block that out and pretend it never happened.�
�I don�t.� His voice sounded like gravel on glass. �Believe me. I think of them every hour of every day.�
�Yes, but you think of them in a horrible way. You think of their deaths and how miserable you are without them. You should think about the good times. Maybe if we put up pictures��
He was shaking his head. �You don�t understand at all.�
She ignored that. �Let�s let the rest of our little family know who they were and that they are still important.�
He was scowling blackly. �They�re only important to me.�
�No. You�re wrong. They are a part of who you are. And that�s important to me.�
He scoffed. �Should we put up a picture of Ralph, too?�
She shook her head. �No. Ralph wasn�t really important to anyone but his mother.� She smiled, thinking of it. �Funny, but I think his mother was always more important to me than he was.�
Which reminded her, a visit to Marge was overdue. It had been two weeks since she�d gone by to see her mother-in-law. It was time to go and tell her about the pregnancy-even though she probably wouldn�t understand.
Grant hadn�t agreed to let her put up the pictures she wanted to display. She would work on it. Eventually she was sure he would give in. After all, it was to his benefit that he do so. But for tonight, she�d at least pushed a hint of a nose under the tent. And now it was time to start anticipating bedtime-her favorite time of day.
The next night, she had a new angle.
�Could we get a better scanner for the computer?� she asked him. �The one we have here is pretty flaky and I�ve seen new models that do a much better job on photos.�
�What are you scanning?�
�I found a cupboard full of pictures of�of Jan and Lisa. I want to copy them so that��
�What?� He stared as though he thought she�d gone crazy.
�For scrapbook pages. Have you seen the sort of scrapbooking that everyone is doing these days? That�s what I want to do. I want to make a scrapbook filled with the story of your life with your first family. Because the history needs to be preserved and told and not let to drift away.�
He didn�t look pleased, but he didn�t comment, and the next night, she found a new scanner in the entryway.
She fixed up the little office off the kitchen as a scrapbooking room. She had pictures on bulletin boards all around as she tried to work out how she wanted to do her pages and develop a timeline. She started it as a duty but she quickly learned to love doing it. Every evening she tried to go in and spend some time working on her project. On at least two occasions, Grant came to the door and looked in. He didn�t say anything. But the second time he stayed, watching her work for a good ten minutes before he turned away.
The next day, she took one of the best pictures she�d found-a studio photo of Jan and Lisa-and had it framed, then put it up in the hallway. When Grant came home that night it was the first thing he saw.
�What the hell is that?� he demanded.
�I think you can see what it is.� She tried to remain calm but her heart was beating like a drum.
He turned to glare at her. �If I wanted a picture like that up I�d have put it up,� he said.
�This isn�t for you, necessarily,� she said stoutly. �It�s for me. And for the baby that�s coming. You don�t have to walk by this part of the hallway if you can�t stand it. You can walk the other way.�
He gazed down at her with his brow furled. �Callie, what the hell are you trying to do?�
�I think you have to try to normalize your feelings. You can�t let wounds fester forever.�
He slapped the wall with his open hand and barked, �What right do you have to decide how my wounds should heal?�
She drew breath deep into her lungs and faced him bravely. �For myself, none at all. But I do have a right for our baby.�
He stared at her for a long moment, but he shook his head. �No,� he said. �Maybe you can make that argument after the baby comes. But you can�t make it now.� Reaching out, he took down the picture. �Sorry, Callie,� he said coolly. �No can do.�
He walked off with the picture, but she noticed that he was looking at it. So she�d lost this round. But every time he was forced to talk about his first family, or look at pictures of them, she felt it moved him more toward accepting the past. And maybe she was just kidding herself, but she felt she was making progress. At least she hoped so.



CHAPTER TEN

CALLIE was clearing away the dishes from dinner a few nights later. Grant helped her, then dropped down onto the couch to read the paper. Out of the corner of her eye, Callie could see Molly, who was supposed to be in bed, wending her way into the room, hugging the shadows as though she knew she wasn�t really welcome.
Callie turned to get rid of the glasses she was putting away before she could intercept Molly. But the little girl was too fast for her, and by the time she�d turned back, Molly was already at Grant�s knee, tugging on his slacks with one sticky hand and holding out a half-eaten red lollipop with the other.
�Da Da!� she cried.
The look on Grant�s face would have been comical if the whole situation wasn�t so sad.
�Take it,� Callie urged softly. �Grant, take it!�
Very reluctantly, he did, grasping the sloppy-looking candy between his thumb and forefinger. �Callie, what the hell am I supposed to do with this?� he growled.
She swept the baby up in her arms and squeezed her tightly. �Grant says �thank you�, Molly. He loves that lollipop.� Giving her a loud, wet smack on the cheek, she hurried her back to the nanny�s care.
When she got back, he was washing his hands in the sink.
�You do realize she was offering you her most prized possession,� she noted dryly. �I guess I�m going to have to teach her that you can�t buy love.�
�Callie��
She saw the tortured look in his eyes and regretted her words. �I�m sorry. But she�s just a child and she wants you to like her.�
�I like her,� he said, though his tone was forced. �It�s not her fault that she reminds me so much of��
�Of Lisa,� Callie said. She was making a point of talking about them now. �I know. And I know you�re trying to be kind to her. You�re really making an effort.�
�But you want me to love her like she was my own,� he said. �And, Callie, that�s just not going to happen.�
Maybe not. Maybe it was hopeless. And maybe there would come a time when she had to decide who needed her more: Molly or Grant. She only hoped it never came to that, because she wasn�t sure which way she would go.
Something woke Grant up the next morning-a movement on the bed beside him. His heart leaped. Had Callie come back to him on her own? He turned and met a pair of dark, laughing eyes, and then a little chubby fist hit him in the cheek and Molly giggled.
�Da Da!�
He jerked back.
�Callie!� he called.
Molly began to bounce on the bed, laughing uproariously.
He turned back to look at her, frowning fiercely. But as he watched, his frown faded. She did look cute. If only he could look at her once and not see Lisa�s reproachful face.
�There you are, you rascal,� Callie said, coming in and standing at the edge of the bed. �Are you torturing Grant again?�
Molly giggled and bounced out of reach.
�I�ll get her out of here,� Callie said, reaching for the moving target.
But Grant was smiling at her. �Why don�t you come join us instead?� he suggested as he pulled her down on top of him.
�Grant!� She laughed as she slid over to his side. �What are you doing?�
�Enjoying you,� he murmured, looking sensual.
�Oh my,� she said. �I didn�t realize it was open house today.�
�I wish I could wake up this way every morning,� he said, touching her cheek with his forefinger.
He barely got the words out when Molly dove between them, chattering happily as though she thought she should be part of the conversation.
His head jerked back in surprise and Callie pushed up on her elbow, preparing to make Molly move.
But Grant had calmed himself. �Let her stay,� he said. �It�s okay.�
Callie had to work hard to keep from choking aloud. A happy bubble was rising in her chest.
�She�s just being a little dickens this morning,� Callie said lovingly. �Nadine tells me that she had to spend half the day yesterday racing around stuffing things back into drawers after Molly emptied them out.�
�So she�s already getting into the drawers,� Grant said. He remembered when Lisa had been at that stage. As he thought of it and pictured Lisa, he steeled himself and waited for the pain to come. But there was nothing. After a moment, he began to wonder why.
They cuddled in the bed for another five minutes and then it was time to get up. But the warm feeling stayed with him all the rest of the day.
Callie was sure they were making progress, but one big hurdle still remained. Gena had said he was racked with guilt. If that was true, surely it would do him good to get it out in the open and talk about it. Did she have the nerve to bring it up?
One night about a week later, he was packing for another business trip. It seemed like a good time. She waited for him to come out of his room, and she told him she wanted to talk about something. He sat down with her on the couch and she launched into it.
He listened to her version of Gena�s theory about his feeling guilty because he didn�t pay as much attention to Lisa when she was alive as he should have and didn�t say a word. Instead he got up and poured himself a drink and went to sit on the balcony, away from her.
She was pretty sure he was furious with her. And why not? Did she really have a right to push him on this?
But an hour later, when he came in, he pulled her into his arms and buried his face in her hair.
�That last day,� he said, his voice a bit hoarse, �it was obvious Lisa was coming down with something in the morning. I had a meeting. Jan had a presentation she was giving at Junior League. Neither one of us paid much attention to Lisa. We thought we were so damn busy with such important things.�
His voice broke and it was a moment before he could go on.
�The nanny tried to call us all day, but my cell phone wasn�t working right and Jan didn�t pick up because she was in a meeting hall until late in the afternoon. When she finally got home, Lisa was burning up and the nanny was hysterical. She tried to call me, but the cell still wasn�t working and my secretary was out for the afternoon. So she packed Lisa into the car and went racing off to the hospital. She ran a red light. And got hit. She lived another twenty-four hours, but Lisa was killed in the original impact.�
�Oh, Grant. Oh, I�m so sorry.�
He pulled away and just shook his head.
�But it wasn�t your fault. How could you�?�
�Don�t patronize me, Callie,� he said harshly. �Of course it was my fault. If I�d been a proper father and husband, the accident would never have happened. Of course it was my fault. And I�ll pay all the days of my life.�
She refused to be cowed by his anger at himself. Following him into his room, she shut the door and made him face her. �You listen to me, Grant Carver,� she said sternly. �You are a wonderful, caring man. You may have been careless in the past, but you�re older now, more mature. You won�t let family needs slide ever again.�
�How do you know? What makes you so sure?�
�I know you. I�ve seen you in action. And most of all�� She walked into his arms. �I love you.�
His face registered shock. He hadn�t expected that. She was playing against the rules again, coloring outside the lines. He didn�t have an answer, but she didn�t care. Stepping forward, she rose on her toes and put her arms around his neck.
�Make love to me, Grant,� she whispered. �If you can�t love me, at least make love to me. That�s all you ever promised, and I�m holding you to it.�
�I will, Callie,� he agreed, cupping her cheek in his hand. �If you promise to stay with me all night. Can you do that?�
She looked up at him, surprised. �Of course. Are you sure you want me to? I thought�well, I know you still consider Jan your real wife and I thought��
�Oh, Callie.� He crushed her in his embrace. �You�re my wife. Don�t you ever doubt it. I�ve been aching to have you where I can hold you all night long.�
Tears welled in Callie�s eyes. �Grant,� she whispered. �I�d be honored to share your bed.�
He pulled her down onto the velvet comforter and she knew she had a home there at last.
Grant sat down in the plane, ready for his flight to San Francisco, and stared at his briefcase. He had put a large manila envelope inside. Though he hadn�t opened the envelope yet, he knew what it contained. The detectives he�d hired were finally giving him a report on all Molly�s living relatives. This was what he�d been waiting for. He planned to peruse the document while in his hotel room, but he wasn�t looking forward to it.
He had enough to think about for now. For the entire flight, he agonized over all his missteps and misstatements in his recent relationships. He wondered how Callie had put up with him all this time. She was wonderful and he was so lucky to have found her.
When he got to the hotel, he put his bag on the bed, worked the lock and snapped open the case. He began to pull clothes out and very quickly, he noticed something strange. Someone had added something to the clothes he�d packed. The more he dug, the more he found. Red lollipops were stuffed in every crevice of his suitcase. It looked as though a lollipop-loving squirrel had been at work.
And then the coup de grace. The fine wool suit-coat he was planning to wear to a very important meeting had a half-eaten lollipop stuck to the lapel. Stickiness courtesy, he was sure, of little Molly.
He stared at it for a long, long moment. He waited for the anger to explode in his chest and build in his head. But it didn�t happen. Instead he started to laugh.
�Molly, Molly,� he said, shaking his head. �Oh, Molly.�
He laughed until tears filled his eyes.
That night he had a dream and the little dark-haired girl whose face swam into the picture was Molly, not Lisa. And she was smiling.
He woke up and lay staring at the ceiling, thinking. He was on edge, restless. He wanted something. He was aching for someone now, and it wasn�t Jan. It was Callie.
Callie. Beautiful, sexy, sensible Callie. What a fool he�d been not to notice.
Rolling out of bed, he went into the bathroom and took a long hot shower, thinking things through. When he came out, he was decided.
He was going home.
The first thing he did was to pull the manila envelope out of his briefcase and tear it to shreds without opening it. Then he called the office where the meeting was to be held and canceled. He lugged his suitcase, lollipops and all, down to the lobby and called for reservations on the next available plane. He was going home to the woman that he loved-and the little girl who thought she could buy love with lollipops.
When he walked into his penthouse apartment, Molly was the first to see him.
�Da Da!� she cried, racing to him.
Pulling the little girl up into his arms, he hugged her. �Thank you for all those lollipops, Molly,� he said. �That was a big surprise.�
She giggled and was suddenly shy. He hugged her close and kissed her cheek just as Callie walked into the room.
�Grant!� she cried, her face filled with candid joy. �What are you doing here?�
He put Molly down gently and she ran off. Turning to Callie, he shook his head, looking her over from top to toe.
�What�s wrong?� she asked, suddenly anxious. �Did I do something?�
�You sure did,� he claimed, a slow smile growing on his handsome face. �You made a family for me, Callie. And I didn�t even have the intelligence to notice.�
She smiled. �Oh, is that all?�
�No. There�s something else.�
He took her in his arms, looking down with all his love filling his gaze. �You made me love you.�
Callie�s tiny gasp gave him shivers. �Do you really mean that?� she asked, her dark eyes luminous, �or are you just singing a song?�
�Both,� he said. �Will you marry me, Callie?�
�I already did, silly.�
�I know. But I just wanted to ask you again.�
�Okay. I�ll marry you anytime, Grant. Anytime at all.�
�Good. Because time is the greatest gift. And I promise, my time will always be yours.�



EPILOGUE

MOLLY loved it at the ranch.
She loved the dogs and the horses and the cows. She loved to make the chickens run. She loved finding where the cat had hidden to have her kittens. She loved all the nice people who seemed to love her right back.
But she was sort of scared of Granpa. He sat upstairs in that big chair and growled at her, all his whiskers quivering. Mommy said he was laughing, but it didn�t sound like laughing to Molly. He was like the bear in the book Daddy read to her. Scary. And she had to walk past that room to get to the room where the baby was.
The baby!
She knew she was supposed to love the baby, but she wasn�t sure yet. She tried to talk to him but he didn�t talk much. Not like Molly. Molly was a big girl now. Next week she would be two and she was going to have a big birthday party.
She had been living at the ranch ever since the baby was born with her mommy and daddy-she used to call them Callie and Grant, but those names were too hard to say. Anyway, she liked calling them Mommy and Daddy better.
�Good baby, good baby,� she said, patting him on the stomach.
�Don�t pat too hard, honey,� Mommy said, pulling her hand back.
Molly felt hurt. She wasn�t patting too hard. She didn�t want to hurt the baby.
�We have to be extra special careful of the baby,� Mommy told her, giving her a hug at the same time. �Babies are easy to break. They can get hurt so easily-things we don�t even think of can hurt them. So we have to touch very softly.�
She nodded. She understood. Babies were precious and special. But she looked up quickly at Callie�s face. Did her mommy love the baby better than her?
She didn�t have time to find out because Daddy swooped her up in his arms and gave her little baby kisses on the top of her head.
�G�illa, g�illa!� she cried.
�You want gorilla kisses?� he said, laughing at her. �Okay, here goes.�
He planted a few loud, rumbling, smacking kisses on her cheeks and her neck and she shrieked with happiness.
�Shh, the baby,� Mommy said, and Daddy put her down.
Molly frowned. People said that all the time. �Don�t wake the baby, don�t wake the baby.� The baby was always asleep. What fun was that? Maybe he didn�t even know about fun stuff yet.
Daddy was kissing Mommy. Mommy was kissing him back and that made Molly feel warm and happy.
Daddy seemed to feel the same way, because he said, �I never knew a man could be this happy. I bless the day you tried to kill me with your orchid pot.�
Mommy laughed and said, �Me, too. Since that day we�ve gained a marriage, a daughter and now a son.�
�Grant Carver the Seventh,� Grant said with satisfaction, looking down at the baby. �We done good.�
Mommy and Daddy were happy. That was good. She had a vague sense of missing someone. Mommy told her all the time about Tina, who was her first mommy. Tina went to heaven because God needed her up there. But she would see Tina again someday. She loved Tina, too. She remembered her a little bit and Mommy always showed her pictures.
Molly was getting bored. She thought she heard the cat meow, so she slipped out of the room and headed toward the landing.
She held her breath as she started across the open doorway to where Granpa was sleeping in his chair. But then she saw something. She stopped. There, on a shelf right beside him, was a box with a red lollipop sticking out of it.
Her little heart jumped. She remembered red lollipops. She used to love red lollipops, but Mommy said they weren�t good for her. She hadn�t had a red lollipop for a long time. And now, there was one right there next to Granpa.
But he was scary. What if he woke up? What if he reached out and grabbed her and growled? Her heart was beating very fast. She crept into the room and reached out. There. The lollipop was in her hand. It was different from the ones she used to have, but�
�What have you got there, young�un?�
She gasped and started to run, her heart in her throat. She couldn�t stop. If she stopped, he would take it away from her, and she needed it. Running down the hall, she came to the baby�s room and dashed inside. Mommy and Daddy were gone, but the baby was awake.
She pulled on the paper around the candy. It came off easily. Then she climbed up on the chair next to the cradle and leaned down. He had big blue eyes and he stared at her very hard.
�Here, baby,� she whispered to him. �Here. Eat.�
Suddenly someone was yelling. She jerked back, startled. The maid named Ana was calling out and people were running toward the room.
Ana pulled the lollipop from her hand. �No!� she cried. �You can�t give that to the baby. No!�
Molly was scared. She wasn�t bad. Didn�t they understand? She wanted to give the baby something fun. She wanted to give him the thing she had always loved best. But the faces seemed angry.
Then Daddy was there and he pulled her up into his arms. �You and your red lollipops,� he said, holding her close.
�Don�t yell at her,� Mommy was saying. �She was doing it out of love.�
�You can�t do it, though,� Daddy told her, being very serious. �You can�t give things like that to the baby. He�s not ready.�
Tears were popping out and running down her fat cheeks and her lower lip was trembling.
�You love the baby, don�t you?� Daddy said.
Did she? She looked down at where he was watching. And suddenly, she saw something in his big blue eyes. He was her brother. He was hers. Maybe she did love him. She nodded and gave a big sniff.
�Of course you do.�
�Tell you what,� Mommy said, tousling her hair. �You wait just a second. I have an idea.� She reached in and rummaged in the big bag of baby care items she took with her everywhere these days.
�Here.� She pulled out a bright red pacifier and showed it to Molly. �What do you think? Do you want to be the one to give it to him when he�s ready?�
Molly�s eyes lit up and she nodded, smiling through her tears.
�Only when I say it�s a good time, okay? But you will be the keeper of the red pacifier. I�m going to trust you.�
�And you know what?� Daddy said. �Next week at your birthday party, you�re going to have all the red lollipops you can handle. Okay?�
Molly nodded again and threw her little arms around his neck. She was a big girl now. She was learning lots of things. And that was good, because that little baby was going to have a lot to learn from his big sister and she wanted to be ready.
�We love you, Molly,� Daddy said.
She nodded. She knew that. She loved them, too.
Even the baby.
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