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No one, but no one manipulated
him—not this avaricious bimbo,
not his perdittione father! No one!

“Seems to me you don’t have a choice,
Rafaello, cara,” she said bitingly.“You

need a wife in a hurry—well, that's fine

by me—but I won't be hemmed in by a
stupid prenuptial!”

“Your choice”

“And just what do you think you're going
to do for a precious bride, huh?” The voice
behind him was taunting and vicious. He
didn't even bother to turn around.

“I'm going to marry the first woman I see)
he answered silkily, and was gone.
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CHAPTER ONE

‘WiaT the hell do you mean, you won't sign?”

Rafaello di Viscenti plared down at the woman in his
bed. She was a voluptuous blonde with flowing locks and
celestial blue eyes, her naked body scantily covered by the
duvet.

Amanda Bonham slid one slim, exposed thigh over the
other, and widened her eyes.

IS 50 sordid, darling—signing a pre-nup,” she said pur-
ringly

Rafaello’s sculpted mouth tightened.

“You agreed to all the terms in the pre-nup. Your lawyer
went through it with me. Why are you balking at it now?"

Amanda pouted up at him. ‘Raf, darling, we don't need
a pre-nup! Wasn't last night good for you?' Her voice had
gone husky, and she let a lttle smile play around her gen-
erous mouth. I can make it that good—every night.”

‘She nestled back into the pillows invitingly and slid her
legs again, simultancously letting the duvet slip to reveal
one delectable breast.

“I can make it that good right now,” she went on, her
eyes lingering over her lover's lean, honed body, with her
sensual gaze openly stripping him of his extremely expen-
sive hand-made suit of such superbly elegant tailoring that
it screamed a top designer name,

Rafaello slashed an impatient hand through the air. He
was immune to Amanda’s plentiful bedroom charms—he'd
had his fill of them for most of the night, and enough was
enough.

“I don’t have time for this, Amanda. Just sign the damn
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ment, as you said you would—' In hi

s Italian accent was pronounced.

“The inviting look vanished from the blue eyes, which
were suddenly as hard as jewels.

“No.’ said Amanda, yanking the duvet

th a sharp motion. *You want to marry me—you do it

thout a ridiculous pre-nuptial contract.”

Her lush mouth set in an obstinate line.

Rafaello swore beneath his breath, drawing on his exten-
sive range of native Italian vocabulary unit for polite so-

ety. He really, really could do without this

His obsidian eyes bored into his bride-to-be.

manda, cara,” he said with heavy patience, ‘I have

explained this to you already. I want a temporary bride

ly—you've gone into this with your eyes open; 1 haye
never attempted to deceive you. 1 want a bride for six
months and then a swift, painiess divorce. In exchange you
for half a year,

get living expenses—very generous oes
following one brief...very brief...visit to Htaly, and you
leave the marriage with a lavish pay-off. A pre-agreed iav-
h pay-off. Capisce?"
“Oh, 1 capisce all rightt” Amanda’s voice
‘And now you can capisce me! The only pre-nup I'll sign

nded hard

is one with twice the pay-offt”

Rafaello stilled. So that was the way it was. She was
upping the ante. He should have seen it coming. Amanda
Bonham might be the ultimate aihead, but she had 2 hom-
ing instinct for money.

But n0 one, no one manipulated him—not this avaricious
bimbo, not his perdittione father. No one

A shutter came down over his face, and his olive-toned
features became expressionless.

“Too bad." His voice was implacable. Anyone who had
ever done business with him would have known at that
point to back off and give in if they still wanted to do a
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deal with Rafacllo di Viscenti. Amanda was not so wise.
Her blue eyes flashed.

“Seems o me you don't have a choice, Rafaello, cara,”
she said bitingly. “You need a wife in a hurry—well, that’s
fine by me—but I won't be hemmed in by a stupid pre-
nupt”

He answered with a careless shrug as he made to tum
away. “Your choice.” He glanced back at her. ‘Lll phone
for a taxi for you."

He walked across 10 the pier table set against the wall

the bedroom and picked up his mobile. Amanda scram-
bled out of bed.

“Now, wai just a minute—' she began.

Unperturbed, Rafzello went on punching numbers into
the phone.

“Deal’s off, cara. Better get your clothes on."

A hand clawed over the fine suiting of his sleeve.

‘ou can't do this. You need me.’

He brushed her off as though she were a px

“Wrong” There was adamantine beneath the ac

ve?" His voice changed. “Call a cab, will you? About ten
minutes.’

He glanced back to where the naked blonde stood quiv-
ering in outrage in his bedroom. Casually he slipped the
phone inside his breast pocket.

“You can cool down under a shower—but make it quick.”

He turned 1o head to the double doors that led out into
the rest of the apartment

“And just what do you think you're going to do for a
precious bride, huh?”

‘The voice behind him was taunting, and vicious. He
didn’t even bother to turn round.

'm going to marry the first woman I see,’ he answered
silkily, and was gone.

Magda flexed her tired fingers in the rubber loves and set
0 work in the lavish marble-walled bathroom, wishing she

Find

-0

TR e
CIGICY  stndag
S 20100822





[image: image5.png]% Adobe Digital Editions

Jstart

READING

THE ITALIAN'S TOKEN W

didn't feel like death warmed up. Benji had been awake for
s in the night—his sleep patierns were hopeless—
mothering a yawn and brushing
from her forehead with the bac
her wrist as she paused in rubbing at the porcelain with
her cleaning sponge, it meant he was sleeping now
A frown furrowed her brow. She wasn't going to be able
o keep going with this job for much longer, she knew.
While Benji had been younger it had been simple enough
1o carry him round with her, propping him up in his folding
lightweight baby chair while she cleaned other people’s
luxury apartments, but now he was toddling he hated being
strapped in and confined. He wanted to be out exploring—
but in apartments like this, where everything from the car-
pets to the saucepans was excruciatingly expensive, that
was just impossible
She squirted cleaning fluid under the rim and sighed
oddler in

again. What kind of job could you do with a
tow? Leaving him with a minder while she worked was
pointless—what she eaned would o to pay for the child-
care. If she had any kind of decent accommodation she

ould be a childminder herself. and make some money by
looking after other people’s children as well as her own
litle boy, but what mother would want to park her child in
the dump she lived in? Even she hated Benji being in the
drab, dingy bedsit, and took him out and about as much as
she could. She'd grown adept at making the hours pass in
libraries, parks and supermarkets—anywhere

that was free.
A smile softened her tired face. Benji—the light of her

) of her heart. Her dearest, dearest s
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the duplex apartment. Damn Amanda for trying to hold him
to ransom. And damn his father for putting him in this
impossible position in the first place.

His jaw tightened. Why c
was 0 way he was

father accept there
rced to marry his cousin
she
had looks, all right, but she was vain and avaricious and
her temper was vicious—though she veiled it successfully
igh from his father, who was now convinced she would
recalcitrant son. When orders
and lamentations hadn't worked, his father had stooped to
the final threat—selling Viscenti AG from under his son’s
nose. Dio, Lucia knew every weak spot a man had—from
father's obsession with getting the next-generation
Viscent heir to his own determination to keep Viscenti AG
in the family. She'd played on both like a maestro,

His father's parting words rang in Rafaello’s ears. I want

1 sell up. And don’t think I won't, But—’

Ider man’s voice had turned cunning ‘—present your

bride to me before your thirtieth birthday and I make the
company over to you the same day.”

‘Well, thought Rafaello grimly, he would, indeed, present
his bride to his father on s thirtieth birthday. But not the
bride his parent had in mind.

A bride that would meet the letter of hi
matum, but nothing more.

Anger spurted through him again. Amanda Bonham
‘would have been the perfect bride to parade in front of his
father—a fitting punishment for forcing his son to this pass.
She’d have sent the old man’s blood pressure sky-high. A
born bimbo, with hair longer than her skirts and nothing
between her ears except conceit in her own appearance and
a total devotion to spending her innumerable lovers’
money

And no

father's ul

she’d blown it and he was back to square one.
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a bride who would infuriate his father and wipe
smirk off Lucia’s face. A frown crossed his brow. It
had been all very well calling Amanda’s bluff just now
but getting hold of a bride in a handful of weeks was going
10 be a challenge—even for him.
He walked down the stairs with a lithe, rapid step, a
closed, brooding look on his face—and stopped dead.
“There was a baby asleep in the middle of the hallway.

Magda gave a final wipe to the pedestal, and reached into
her cleaning box for the bottle of toilet freshener. At least
bathrooms in luxury apartments were a joy to clean. All
the fittings were new and gleaming—and top quality, of
course. On the other hand, in luxury apartments there were
always an awful lot of bathrooms—one per bedroom plus
a guest WC like this one, tucked discreetly off the huge
entrance hall

For a moment she wondered what it must be like to live
in an apartment like this. To be so rich you could have a
two-storeyed flat as big as a house, overlooking the River
‘Thames, with a terrace as big as a garden. The rich, Magda
thought wryly, really were different

Not that she ever saw the inhabitants. Cleaners were only
allowed into the apartments when the owners were absent.

‘She flicked open the cap of the toilet freshener botile and
upended it, ready to squirt the contents generously into the
bowl

‘What are you doing here?”

‘The deep, displeased voice behind her came out of the
blue, and made her jump out of her skin. The reflex action
made e sqeese the bl prematrly, and wrquoise
fluid spurted out of the botle onto

With acry of dismay Magda fel o the bloe puddle and
mopped it furiously with her cleaning sponge.

“I'spoke to you—answer me!’
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‘The voice behind her sounded even more displeased.
Hurriedly Magda swivelled round, and stared up.

A man stood in the doorway of the bathroom, looking
down at her. Magda stared back, blinking blindly. Her dis-
may deepened into horror. The apartment was supposed to
be empty. The caretaker had told her so. Yet here, o
ously, was someone who definitely did not use service lfts

And he was quite plainly furious. With dismay etched

every feature, she just went on kneeling beside the toilet
pedestal, cleaning sponge in her hand

“T'm very sorry, sir,” she managed to croak, knowing she
had to sound servile for someone like this, even though it
was not her fault that she was where she apparently should
not have been. °1 was told it was all right to clean in here
this morning.”

‘The man’s mouth tightened.

“There is a baby in the hall,” he informed her.

‘With one part of her brain Magda registered that the man
could not be English. Not only was his skin tone too olive-
hued, but his voice was definitely accented. Spanish?
Ttalian? Too pale to be Middle-Eastern, he must definitely
be Mediterranean, she decided.

“Well?” The interrogative demand came again.

Clumsily Magda scrambled to her fect. She could not go

kneeling on the floor indefinitely

“He’s mine," she blurted.

Something ‘that might have been a flash o
showed in the man’s dark eyes

*S0 1 had assumed. What i it

iritation

ving there? This is no

place for a baby!"

A child that age should be at home, not being dragged
around at this hour of the day? What kind of mother was
this girl? lrresponsible, obviously!

“I'm very sorry,” she said again, swallowing, hoping
some more abject servility would soften his annoyance at
finding her cleaning when he was in residence. Clearly he
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was furious his pristine apartment was being cluttered up
by something as messy as a baby. She bent to pick up her
cleaning box, cast a swift glance around the bathroom to
sure it was decent, and said, as meekly as she could
e, “Tll go now, sir. I'm very sorry for having dis-
turbed you.’

‘She made for the door and he stood aside to let her pass.
1t was uncomfortable passing him so close. He was 50 im-
maculately attired, obviously freshly washed and showered,
and she had just spent several hours cleaning. She was dirty
and sweaty, and she had a horrible feeling she smelt as bad
as she felt. She hurried out to Benji, who, blessedly, was
still asleep, and made to scoop up his chai

“Waitt”

‘The order was imperative, and Magda halted instinc
tively, Benji a heavy weight on her arm. Hesitantly she
tumed round.

“The man was looking at her. Staring at her.

Magda froze, as if she were a rabbit caught in headlights.

r rather an antelope realising a leopard had just come out
of the undergrowth.

Oh, help, she thought silently. hat?

Rafaello let his gaze rest on the girl. She was slightly bult
drab in the extreme, with hair the colour of mud and un-
memorable features. She also—his nose wrinkled in dis-
dain—smelt of sweat and cleaning fluids. There was a smut

of dirt on her cheek. She looked about twenty or so.

He found himself glancing at her hands. They were cov-
ered by yellow rubber gloves. He frowned. His gaze went
back 10 her face. She was looking at him with a look of
deepest apprehension.

“You don't have to bolt like a frightened rabbit," he said.
Deliberately he made his voice less brusque, though it
didn’t seem to alter her expression a jot. She still stood
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there, poised for flight, baby in one hand, cleaning materials
in the other.

Rafaello took a couple of steps towards her.

“Tell me—are you married?”

‘The brusqueness was back in his voice. He didn’t mean
it tobe, but it was. It was because part of his mind was
telling him that he was completely mad, thinking what he
was thinking. But he was thinking it all the same...

A blank look came into the girl’s eyes, as if he had asked
her an unintelligible question.

“Well?” demanded Rafaello. The woman seemed beyond
answering him.

Jerkily, the woman shook her head, her eyes still with
that fixed, blank ook to them. Rafaello’s gaze focussed on
her more intently. So, she wasn't married—he hadn’t
thought so, even without being able to see if she wore a
wedding ring. And despite the baby

His eyes glanced across to the sleeping infant. He wasn't
any good at telling the ages of babies, but this one looked
quite big. Too big for that chair, i fact. It was dark-haired,
head lolling forward, totally out for the count.

But a baby was good—however irresponsible the
mother! A baby was very good, he mused consideringly
S0 was the rest of her. Once again his eyes flickered over
her, taking in the full drabness of her appearance, and he
thought he could see her wince.

“Boyfriend

Her eyes widened and then went even blanker. With the
same jerky movement she shook her head. She also,
Rafaello spotted, edged very slightly closer to the front
door. He frowned. Why was she being so jumpy?

1 have a business proposition to put to you.” His voice
was clipped as he banked down the anger at his predi
ment that still roiled within him like an injured tig

A noise came from her that might have been a whimper,
but that seemed unlikely since there was no reason for such
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a_sound. Rafaello walked to the door leading into the
Kitchen and held it open with the flat of his hand.

“In here.” He pestured.

‘The strangled croaking noise came again, and this time
the woman definitely shrank back towards the door.

“I have to go!” Her voice came out high and squawky.
Tm very sorry!”

Rafaello frowned again. Just then a door slammed on the
upper floor. The next moment Amanda was descending as
fast as her four-inch heels and very tight short skirt would
permit. As she saw the tableau below her face lit up with
a vicious smile.

“Why, Raf, darling,” she purred venomously, how gall-
ing for you. *“The first woman I see””” She gave a bad

an accent. *And that’s what you get

“The man’s accented voice answered the woman. He was
purring, t00, but it was the purr of a big cat, and it made
the hairs stand up on the nap &

“Yes, indeed, Amanda, cara, and she is just perfect for
me

“The look that crossed the other woman's face was a pic
ture. Fury mingled with disbel

“You're joking. You have to be.”

For his answer, Rafaello simply lifted one darkly arched
eyebrow and gave the woman a mocking look.

“Your taxi will be waiting downstairs, cara. Time to go.”

For a moment the woman just
fury. Then with a tightening of her face she marched to the
front door, shoved Magda aside, and lung it open.

“Waitt” squawked Magda, and tried to rush after her.

bad. she’d heard enough stories from other cleaners about
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men who liked forcing their attentions on vulnerable
men in lowly jo

ou disgusting creature,’ snapped

the other woman. She stormed off. Desperately Magda tried

1o catch the front door, but it was taken from her abruptly.

I said 1 had a business proposition for you. Have the
courtesy to hear me out.’ The accented voice dropped into
a sardonic range. ‘It could be to your financial advantage.”

Magda flung him a terrified look. Oh, God, she was right
He was about to make some kind of obscene proposition.
‘No, thank you—I don't do that sort of thing.’

‘The man frowned again. *You do not know what T am

t0 ask you," he countered brusquely.

“Whatever it is, I don’t do it. I'm just a cleaner. It's all
1do.” Her voice was a squawk again. ‘Please, let me go—
please. I do the cleaning. That's all.”

‘The man’s expression changed suddenly, as if he finally
realised the reason for her near panic.

“You misunderstand me.” His voice was arctic. “The

position 1 want you to consider has nothing to

Magda stared at him, taking in his expensive male gor-
‘peousness. Reality came back with a vengeance. OF course
a man like him would not sexually proposition 2 woman
like her. Seeing herself through those disdainful eyes, sud-
denly she felt as if she were two inches high. Mortfication
flooded through her.

Abruptly, she felt the weight of her cleaning box taken
from her.

“Come int
plain.’

the kitchen," said the man, ‘and I will ex-

Magda sat, completely frozen, on one of the high stools set

against the Kitchen bar. Benji miracu
in his baby chair on the floor.
“Say...say that again?” she asked

slept on, snug
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“I will pay you the sum of one hundred thousand
nds," the man spelt out in clipped, accented tones, ‘fo
1o be married to me—quite legally—for six months, at
ihe end of which period we shall file f ‘mutual
onsent. You will need to accompany me to ltaly for...legal
reasons. Then you will return here, and your living ex-
penses will be paid by me. On our divorce you will receive
one hundred thousand pounds, no more. Do you under-
stand?
No, thought Magda. T don’t understand. All T understand
is that you're nuts
But it seemed unwise to point this out to the man sitting
on the other side of the bar from her. She was acutely,
utterly uncomfortable being here. And not just because the
man was making such an absurd proposition to her.
It was also because he was, quite Simply, the most dev-
astating male she had ever scen—inside

overs of a glossy magazine. He had lean, slim lo
Italian, but with an edge about him that kept his heart-
stoppingly handsome face from looking soft. He had

beauty, all right, but it was male beauty, honed and planed.
and the long eyelashes swept past obsidian eyes that had
an incredibly dangerous appeal to them.

“You don’t believe me, do you?"

“The question caught her on the hop, interrupting her rapt,

surreptitious gazing at him, and all she could do was open
her mouth and then close it again.

A tight, humourless smile twisted at his mouth, changing
the angles of his face. Something detonated deep inside
Magda, but she had no time to pay any attention to it. He
was speaking again.

“I would be the first to concede the situation is...bizarre.
But, nevertheless— he spread his hands above the bar, and
Magda noticed how beautiful they were, long and slender,

ith a steely strength to them despite their immaculate
manicure *—I do, as it happens, require a wife at very short
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ice, for a very particular purpose. Perhaps I should point
ot on, in a voice that made her feel ashamed of

r own lack of physical appeal in the presence of a man

th such a super-abundance of it, “that the marriage will
be in name only. Tell me, do you have a passport?”

Magda shook her head. A fook of iritation crossed the
man’s face, then he moved his right hand dismissively. ‘No
matter. These things can be arranged in time. Now, what
about your child's father? Is he still on the scene?”

Magda tried to think what on earth to say, but failed
miserably

1 thought not.” The expression of unconcealed disdain
for her child’s fatherless state silenced her even more than
her inability to provide an answer under such circum-
stances. *But that i all to the good.” he swept on. “He will
not interfere.”

A dark glance swept over her, as if he were making some
Kind of final internal decision. “So, altogether, I can see no
obstacles to what 1 propose—you are clearly extremely
suitable.”

Panic struck Magda. He was sweeping ahead, dragging
er along as if she were nothing more than a tin can rattling
on a piece of string behind a racing car. She had to stop
all this right now. It was too absurd for words.

“Please.” she cut in, “I'm not suitable at all really. And
I'm sorry, but I have to go now. I have other apartments
1o clean and P'm running late

She didn't, this was the last one, but there was no need
to let him know that

His voice came silkily.

“If you accept my proposition you will never clean a
other apartment in your life. For a woman of your back-
eround you will live in comfortable circumstances—if you
are financially prudent—for several years simply on what
1 shall pay you for six months of your life.

Emotions warred inside Magda. Uppermost was umbrage
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at the way he had isdainfully ‘a woman of your
background", as though she came from a different species

‘humanity. But beneath that, forcing its way to the sur-
face, was something more powerful.

“Temptation.

Comfortable circumstances.

‘The phrase jumped out at her. What on earth had the
man said—something about a hundred thousand pounds? It

ouldn’t be true. The thought of so much money was be-

d her. With a hundred thousand pounds she could move
out of London, buy a flat, even a little house, stop having
1o depend on state income support, stop work, look after
Benji properly .. plan for the future.

For 2 moment, so intense that it hurt, she had a vision
of herself and Benji in 2 nice litile house somewhere, with
a little garden, on a nice road, and nice families all around.
Nothing spectacular, just normal and ordinary and...nice.

Somewhere decent to bring him up. Somewhere that was a
real home.
She saw herself in the Kitchen, baking cakes, while she

watched Benji tricycle round a litle paved patio, with a
swing-set on the lawn beyond, a cat snoozing on the win-
dowsill, washing hanging on the line. With next-door
neighbours who had children, and hung up their washing,
and baked cakes. Who lived normal, ordinary lives.

An ache of longing so deep inside it made her feel weak
swept through her

Across the bar, Rafaello’s dark eyes narrowed. She
taking the bait; he could sce. It had been hard w
her to this far harder than he had envis:
last she was responding.

‘And the more time and effort he put into persuading her,
the more he was convinced she was perfect for the job.

Dio, but his father would be apoplectic! His son pre-
senting him with a bride who had a fatherless kid in tow
and who cleaned toilets for a living. Who looked as drab
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and plain s the back end of a bus. That would teach him
1o try and force his hand—

Magda saw the gleam of triumph in the obs
and quailed. She must be insane even to hink of thinking
about what he had offered her! A hundred thousand
pounds—it was ridiculous. It was absurd. Almost as absurd
as the notion of a female like her marrying a man like
that...for whatever lunatic reason,

I really do have to go." she said with a rush, and got to
her feet. As she did so she must have jogged Benji's chair,
because he gave a sudden start and woke up. Immediately
he gave out a lttle wail. Magda stooped down and cupped
his check. “It's OK. Benji. Mum's here.”

“The wail stopped, and Benji reached out one of hs little
hands and patted her face. Then, promptly, he started wrig-
gling mighly, rying to fr from his bonds.

“IUs all right, muffin, we're just going.” She hefted him
up onto her arm, shifting her leg to balance the w

:d up her cleaning box with her other hand,

“PIl_er...let myself out...” she said awkwardly to the
man who had just asked her to marry him, and who was
still sitting on the other side of the bar, watching her
through assessing eyes.

“A hundred thousand pounds. No more cleaning. No
more having to take your son around like this. It's no life
for him.”

His words fell like stones into her
it and destroying it at the same time.
“This isn't real,” she said suddenly, her voice
harsh. “It can’t be. U just nuts, the whole thing!”

“The thin, humourless smile twisted his mouth again. ‘If
it’s any comfort, I feel the same way. But—' he took a
deep, sharply inhaled breath ‘—if T don’t tum up next
month with a wife, everything I have worked il be
wasted. And 1 will not permit that.

science—pricking
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“There was a chill in his words as he finished that made
her shiver. But what could she say?

othing. She could only go. At her side, Benji wriggled
and started to whimper.

“'m sorry,” she said helplessly, but whether to Benji or
this unbelievable man with his unbelievable proposition,
she didn’t know

‘Then she got out of the apartment like a bat out of hell,

Music thumped through the thin walls of the bedsit, pound-
ing through Magda’s head. She'd had a headache all day.
ever since finally making her escape from that madman’s
apartment

But what he had said to her was driving her mad as well,
She kept hearing it in her head—a hundred thousand
pounds, a hundred thousand pounds. It drummed like the
bass shuddering through from next door, tolled like a bell

ondemning her to a life of dreary, grinding, no-hope pov-
erty
Would she ever get a decent home of her own? The
buncil waiting list was endless, and in the meantime she

‘was stuck here, in this ble:
been a baby it hadn’t been
getting older his horizons w
more space; he needed a_proper

uld be—it was barely a roof

primy bedsit. When Benji had
ad. But now that he w

wasn't a
er their

Not that she was ungrateful. Dear God, single mothers
in other parts of the world could die in a gutter with their
children without anyone caring. At least here, the state sys-
tem, however imperfect, provided an umbrella for her. Not
that she hadn’t been pressed to give Benji up for adoption.

“Life as a single mother is very hard, Miss Jones." the
social worker had said to her. “Even with state support. You

ill have a much better chance to make something of your-
self without such an encumbrance.”
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Encumbrance. That was the word that had done it. Made
her stand up, newborn baby in her arms, and say tightly,
‘Benji stays with me

Encumbrances. She knew all about them

she’d been one herself. An encumbranc
the woman who had given birth to her had left her to die
in an alley

Well, 10 one, no one—neither man nor God—was going
to take Benji from her!

‘Through the wall the music pounded.
of the residents dared complain. The man with the ghetto-
blaster was on drugs, everyone knew that, and could turn
ugly at the drop of a pin. Eventually he would turn it off,
but often not till the early hours. No wonder Benji had
broken sleep patterns

Knowing there was no way she could get him o sleep,
even though it was gone eight in the evening, Magda let
him play. He was sitting beside her on the lumpy bed, quite
happily posting shapes through the holes in a plastic tower
and gurgling with pleasure every time he got it right. It was
a good toy, and Magda had been pleased to find it in a
charity shop. All Benji’s toys and clothes—and her own
clothes and_possessions—came from charity shops and
jumble sales.

As she played with him, trying to ignore the pounding
music, her mind went round and round, thinking about that
extraordinary encounter this morning

Had it actually happened? Had a man who looked like
every woman’s fantasy Latin millionaire really suggested
she marry him for six months and thereby ean a hundred
thousand pounds? It was so insane surely it couldn’t have
happened.

“The knock on her door made her start. On the bed, Benji
looked round interrogatively. The knock came again.

“Miss Jones?”

The voice was muffled and she could hardly hear it
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through the racket coming from next door. Was it the land-
lord? He turmed up from time to time to check up on his
property, from which he made a substantial living by letting
it out to those on state benefits. Cautiously she went to the
door. She'd ftted a chain herself, not feeling in the slightest
secure with neighbours like hers.

Bracing her weight against the back of the door, ready
1o slam it shut, she opened it a crack.

“yes?

IS Rafaello di Viscenti. We spoke this morning. Please
be 50 good as to admit me.’

4]

CHAPTER TWO

Torar astonishment made her obey. As she opened the
door to him Rafaello experienced 2 momentary qualm
Could he really go through with this? Marry this...this.
what was the English word for it...? Skivyy? Even for the
reasons he had. Seeing her again brought home just how
die she was. She was wearing a saggy sweatshirt and
baggy trousers, her stringy, mud-coloured hair was scraped
back, and her face was gaunt, with hollows under her eyes
She was, he could safely say, the most physically repellent
female he'd ever set eyes on.

But that is what makes her so perfect. OK, 50 she was
the antithesis of Amanda, his first choice, but now, instead
of a sexy, airhead bimbo he could take home this plain-as-
sin, single mother! It would work just as well—if not better.

Besides—the thought came to him with a stab of dis-
comfort as his quick glance took in the dump she lived in
and finally settled on the baby sitting on the bed, staring at
him with big, chocolate eyes—she could certainly do with
the money more than Amanda could.

“What._.what are you doing here? How...how did you
find me?”

‘The girl was stammering, clearly in a state of shock
Rafaello stepped inside and shut the door behind him. She
shrank back, getting between him and the baby.

Rafaello frowned. Dio, did she think he was going to
harm her child?

“There is no need to panic,” he said in a dry voice. ‘I
found you, Miss Jones, through the cleaning agency you
work for, that is all. And T have been waiting to speak to

23
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you again all day. You have only just been reported back
here. Where have you been””

He made it sound as if she’d been absent without leave.

“Out,” said Magda faintly, backing away to the bed so
she could snatch up Benji in a moment if she had to. ‘I

't spend much time here.”

Her visitor made a derisive noise in his throat. “That I
can understand. Where is that music coming from? he de-
manded, glaring around.

“The room next door. He likes it loud."

‘I intolerable!” announced Rafaello.

Yes, agreed Magda, but all the same I have to tolerate
it, and so does everyone else in the house. She was stil in
a state of shock, she knew. She had almost persuaded her-
self that the unbelievable events of the morning had never
happened. Now, like something out of a dream, the man
was standing in front of her

Rafacllo di Viscenti... The name rolled around her brain
like a verbal caress. The name suited him absolutely, she
realised, perfectly complementing the image he presented

the luxury-class Italian male.

‘she blinked, realising she was staring at him gormlessly
He crossed to the table in the room, which served as dining
table and general work surface, and placed an elegant
leather document case down upon it, from which he pro-
ceeded to withdraw 2 wad of documents.

I have had the requisite papers drawn up,” he infc
her. “Please read them before you sign them.”

Magda swallowed. ‘Er...I'm not signing anything, Mr

centi.”

“Di Viscenti,” he said. *You will be Signora di Vi
You must lean the correct form of address.’

Magda rubbed the suddenly damp palms of her hands
surrepti on her trousers. ‘Um...Mr di Vi
I_er...1...er...don't think I can help you. Really. It's all
a bit too...er...weird for me...’
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She cast around in her mind desperately, trying to find a
tactful way of saying that the whole thing was so flaky she
‘wouldn't touch it with a bargepole.

His arched eyebrows rose. ‘Weird? he echoed. Then.
brusquely, he nodded. *Yes, it is weird, Miss Jones. But
as I explained to you this morning, 1 have no choice—it is
a matter of who controls our family business, Viscenti AG,
the details of which need not trouble you. But it s sufficient
reason for me to require a very temporary marriage, under
very controlled circumstances, to meet certain...con-
ditions....that amount to nothing more than an empty le-
gality. Itis a mere formal exercise for which, unfortunately,
my marriage—even though a temporary one—is nec
sary.”

“But why to me?" she burst out. ‘A man I
pick any woman to marry.’

R: cepted the ingenuous compliment as nothing
more than the obvious. “Think of my proposition not 2 a
marriage, but as 2 job, Miss Jones. A very temporary job.”

s voice became dry. “That was something the prev
ous...candidate....found difficult to accept.” He made a very
talian gesture with his hand. “The woman you encountered
this morning?” he prompted.

“You were going to marry her?

“Yes. Unfortunately she...withdrew at the last moment
Hence,” he went on with heavy civility, ‘my urgent nced
for 4 replacement. I must marry as soon as possible.”

“But why me?" Magda persisted. It stll seemed so totally
absurd. However, she had to admit that the knowledge that
he had been on the point of entering into this weird mar-
riage he wanted with that underdressed cow who had
stormed out of his apartment this morning did make what
he was proposing more credible. But it sill left his choice

herself as a replacement incredible. After all, surely a

that would know women like that first one by the

you could
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“Because there is one essential difference between

and women like her. Amanda wanted the money I
‘was going to pay her. You...” He paused and looked at her,
and his eyes suddenly seemed to see right into the heart of
her. “You need the That makes you more.
reliable.’

Magda stilled

Remorselessly he went on.

“You do need the money, Miss Jones. You need it des-
perately. You need it to save you—and your child.’ His
dark eyes held hers, holding her s if he were the devil
himself. Tempting her beyond endurance. You can’t go on
living here—you know you can’t. You have to get out—

know that. My money will let you do that. It's a lifg

ft for you—and your child. Take it—take the money I'm
offering you.

Her face had paled. He could see the emotions working

Ruthlessly, as if he were driving yet another hard-nosed
business deal, he pressed his advantage. The thump of the
music vibrated in every stick of fumiture in the shabby
bedsit.

I hold the key to a new life for you—a new future—in

nge for four weeks e now. That's all 1 ask
of you in exchange. A month in my company—and then
are free. Free—with enough money to get you out of
here for ever.
His eyes were boring into hers. She couldn't think
couldn’t feel. Could hardly breathe.
“L..1 don’t know who you are... Y
.. Her v
His chin tilted with an inborn arrogance that had been
bred into his genes. She could see tht
ello di Viscent. The di Viscentis are a family
the utmost respectability and antiquity. I am chief ex-
ecutive of Viscenti AG. It is a company valued at well over
four hundred million euros. 1 do not usually—" there was

uld be any-
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a distinct bite in his v
tials.”

Magda swallowed. *Yes, well;” she mumbled, ‘I don’t
exactly move in those circles...”

“And the offer I have made you,” he went on, with that
same edge of hauteur in his voice, “is exactly what I have
outlined to you. There are no hidden clauses, no tricks to
deceive you. You may talk everything through with my
lawyers if you wish. What s in those papers—' he gestured

h his hand to the documents on the table *—is what you

I get. Now, tell me, if you please, what s stopping you
from signing them?"

You, she wanted to shout. IS you. She stared at him

diy. 1 can’t marry a man who looks like you, who's as
tich as you, who's as gorgeous as you—I can't marry a
man, no matter what for, or how temporarily, who looks as
if he’s stepped out of a celebrity mag. Its absurd. It's nuts.
s,

A wail distracted her. Benji, bored with posting shapes,
had knocked over the tower and started to howl
Automatically Magda collapsed back on the bed and lifted
him up to her knees, hugging his firm litle body. The
ceased, and Benji twisted round in her lap to pay some
attention to the stranger in the middle of the room. Magda’s
arms wrapped round him, and she felt his litle heart beat
against h

‘A hundred thousand pounds,’ said Rafacllo softly.
“Think...chink. . what you could do with it...

Magda’s body started to rock... Go away, she thought
desperately, go away. Take your designer suit and your
expensive briefcase and go...go before I give in, before you
tempt me like Lucifer himself.

“You wouldn't be doing it fc
it for your baby.”

She shut her eyes, trying to block out that soft, seductive
voice.

“—have to present my

yourself, You'd be doing
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“If 1 walk out now—never to come back—how will you
live with yourself? Knowing you turned down the chance
1o get your baby out of here, for ever

She went on rocking, her arms wrapped so closely
around Benji that he began to protest

“Four w nore than that—in my family home in
Ttaly, which is very respectable, Miss Jones, I do assure

and then you're free.’

“Benji comes with me." Her voice was high-pitched.

Rafaello spread his hands. ‘Of course the baby comes

ith you—that s essential. It wasn’t necessary to spell out
10 her just why his bride should arrive accoutred with a
fatherless child. *You just have to sign the papers, that's
all you have 10 do...” He slid his hand inside his breast
pocket, taking out a gold fountain pen, slipping off the top,
proffering it to her. ‘Come—'

“There was an imperiousness in his voice she could not
resist. Slowly, as if she was sleepwalking, she slid Benji
from her lap back on to the bed, ignoring his wal of pro-
test. Slowly, very slowly, she got to her feet. It wasn't real,
None of this was real. She'd wake up in a moment and find
it had all been a dream.

He held the pen out to her. Numbly she took it. Numbly
she looked down at the table, to where he was turning the

yments to the last page and placing one long, lean finger
‘where she should sign.
“The ink flowed from the gold pen in smooth, lustrous
. despite the halting jerkiness of her signature. In the
evening light it seemed biood-coloured. As she handed it
back to him, standing at her side like a dark, infemal pres
felt a wave of weakness 2o through her.
What have I done? Oh, dear God, what have I done
But whatever it was, it was too late o go back

Magda sat, staring out of the porthole, at the sunlit cloud-
scape beyond. Benji was on her lap, asleep. He'd had a bad
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takeoff, even with sucking on the botle of juice to ease the
pressure on his little eardrums, but now, after half an hour
o grizaling,he'd fnally alen aseep

she oss the aisle to where Rafacllo
di Viscenti was sitting. He was working through a pile of
papers laid out on the table in front of him, and so far as
he was concerned, she could tell, he might as well have
been alone on the plane

“There were no passengers apart from themselves on the
luxurious executive jet winging its way across Europe. For
Magda, who had never flown in her life, it was an experi-
ence she could hardly believe was happening

But then her whole life since she had signed her name
at Rafacllo di Viscenti's arrogant bidding had been com-
pletely unbelievable. She knew that if she had thought too
much about what she was doing she could not have gone
through with it So she’d just m herself be swept along, let
herself be that tin can a 2 behind Rafacllo di
Viscent' powertul, unstoppable car aking he o an
dreamed-of future.

Not that she’d seen him between that evening and toda
Tronically, it had been his total indifference to her once he
had got her to agree to marry him that had reassured her
most. It was indeed, in his eyes, just a job, and she was
nothing more than a junior employee. He had despatched

of his other junior employees to ensure the correct d
uments for their marriage were in place, to accompany her
1o register the marriage, and to arange passports for her
and Benji.

“This morning she had been collected from her bedsit and
driven to her local register office. The ceremony uniting
them in matrimony had passed in a complete haze. She
must have said the right things at the right time, but all she
could remember now, as she sat and stared out at the sun-
drenched cloudscape, was an overwhelming impression of
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a tall presence beside her, a deeply accented voice inter-
spersing with hers and the registrar’s, and that was that

Only one moment stood out—when the tall presence be-
side her had lifted her hand and slid a gold wedding ring

her finger. Something had prickled through her like elec
wricity. 1t must have been the coolness of his brief touch
nothing more. A moment later she’d been required to per-
form the same office for him, and to her own astonishment
had realised she could hardly do so—her hand had trembled
s0 violently

‘she’d managed it somehow, all the same, and then, dis-
tracting her completely, she had heard Benji. kept back in
the outer room with some more of Rafaello di Viscenti’s
minions, give out 2 mournful wail. From that moment on
her sole thought had been to get back to him, and the rest
of the ceremony had been lost to her.

As soon as she could she had hurried out, back to Benji,

and scooped him into her arms. Then Rafaello had been
beside her, taking her elbow and saying smoothly, but com-
pletely impersonally, “If you are ready, we must go.’

A limo had whisked them to Heathrow and, apart from

asking her in that same impersonal manner if she were
omfortable and had everything she required, that was all
her new husband had said to her. He'd scemed, Magda
vaguely registered, to be quite abstracted during the whole
procedure—as abstracted as she was.

‘The haze around her brain deepened. Go with the flow
she told herself, and smoothed Benji’s silky hair, gazing
again out of the porthole. Shock was keeping her going
she knew. Yet beneath the numbness she could feel a thread
of excitement stiring. However bizarre the circumstances,
she was going abroad for the first time in her life.

Ttaly. Could she really be going there? In the time since
she had given in to Rafaello di Viscenti’s imperious will
she had got out as many library books as she could on the
country. Reading had always been her solace, ever since
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she had discovered it was a way of blotting out reality—
the reality of being brought up in care—taking her away to
magical lands, with wonderful people, a world away from
the disturbed, unhappy children that surrounded her, the

adults too dysfunctional to be responsible
parents themselves, making their unwanted children pay the
price for their own emotional shortfalls.

As she stared out over the radiant cloudscape—another
mystical land up here, so far above the earth—her memory
fled back to Kaz. Her face clouded. Although she might
feel the desolation of a child utterly abandoned by its

Magda knew she had come off lucky

parsd with Kaz. K had b the bruscs, e by mended

. the haunted eyes. Taken into care to be safe from

an abusive stepfather and alcoholic mother, Kaz had been

‘withdrawn as Magda. Perhaps it was natural the

them had drawn together, to form, for perhaps the

first time in cither of their lives, a real friendship, 2 real
emotional bond.

Sorrow pierced her. She gazed out over the fleccy,
surface of the clouds. Are you out there somewhere, K:
she wondered.

In her arms, Benji stired. Gently Magda bent to kiss
fine dark hair, her heart swelling with love. She lifted her
eyes again and stared out of the window. She had done the
right thing in agreeing 1o this bizarre marriage; she knew
she had. However weird this was, she was doing the right
thing for the right reason.

For Benji

For the first time since Rafzello di Viscenti had tumed
her world upside down, she felt at peace with herself for
what she had dore.

‘The peace lasted until the plane landed. Then, in the con-
fusion of a busy Malian aiport. hanging on 10 a wailing
Benji, whose ears had set off again during the descent into
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Pisa, Magda once more felt I
a motorw

A hand pressed, not roughly, but insistently, into the
small of her back.

“This way," said Rafaello di Viscenti, the man she had
married a handful of hours ago, and guided her forward
‘They made their way out of the airport to where a large
limousine hummed at the kerb. Within moments they were

e, luggage in the boot, and the chauffeur was drawing

L into the traffic.

‘The journey took well over an hour, and the latter part
away fiom the autostrada, was by far the most fascinating
Magda stared out of the window, drinking in the Tuscan
landscape, 2 world away from the rainy South London
streets she had left that morning. As the car purred along
she pointed things out to Benji, whose baby seat was closest
1o the window. She leant over him, glad of the opportunity

that tin can ratting along

o put as much distance between h
cupying the far corner of the huge car. Sing
be preoccupied with his work stil, tapping 2
on his knees, she assumed he preferred to be left alone.

“That suited her completely. Having to make stilted con-
versation with him would have been much worse. Right
now, she just wanted to savour being in Itay.

he seemed to
ata laptop

‘Talking softly to Benji, she drank it all in. Road signs in
Ttalian, driving on the wrong side of the road, houses, cars
and people—all Italian. They were steadily climbing, she
realised, heading up into the hills. Summer sunlight
drenched the rolling landscape, etching the cypresses like
ink. She stared, entranced. Stone farmhouses and pictur-
esque stone-built towns, olive groves and vineyards, goats
and sheep grazing, and, as the road grew steeper and nar-
rower, old men with donkeys, old women covered in blac}
from headscarf to heavy shoes.

Finally, as the roads grew narrower and the traffic more
and more sparse, the limo slowed and turned in through
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large ironwork gates that opened at a buzz from the chauf-
feur. She heard Rafaello click off his laptop and close it
u

we are here,’ he announced

She glanced briefly across at him. His face was expres-
sionless and, it seemed to her, particularly tense
Automatically she tensed as well. It dawned on her that the
flight and car joumey had been nothing more than an
terlude. Now, right now, in front of others, she was about
1o take on the role of Signora di Viscenti,

A if reading her attack of nerves, Rafaello spoke sud-
denly

“Be calm,” he instructed. “There is nothing for you to be
anxious about. For you, this s simply a job. Please femem-
ber that”

‘Was she imagining it, o had a grimmer note entered his
tense voice? His dark gaze flicked over her again, and
something in it sent a chill through her. Instinctivel
Magda felt the chill was not directed at her. But there was
anger deep down in there somewhere, she knew. Anger at
having been required to marry at all

she thought resolutely, that was his business, not
hers. She was simply doing what he wa
bluntly—paying her to do. She had gone throug
ceremony but it was nothing more than 2 legal
ignora di Viscenti in nothing more than name
and she would never be anything else.

For a moment 0 brief it hardly existed a longing struck
her, o intense it pierced like pain, that somehow, if fai

s were real, this might be one—she really was sweeping
along the driveway to her new home, with a husband beside

But fairytales weren't real. They were just... fairytales.
Nothing to do with her.

‘The car drew up in front of a castellated villa that made
Magda’s eyes widen in wonder. It was ancient—and bea
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tiful. The old stone was weathered, the huge wooden door
studded, and the grounds stretched all the way to the oo
and hills beyond.

Carefully she extracted Benji, who had been lulled off
10 sleep some time ago, by the rocking motion of the car,
and clambered out with him. She held him on her hip and
azed around. The warmth of the late afternoon after the
limo'’s air-conditioning struck her like a blessing, warming
her through the thin material of the cotion dress she.
wearing. It was the best she posst
under five pounds in a charity shop and was a size too large
for her. Its low-waisted, button-fronted style, she knew
would probably have suited a matron of fifty better than
herself. But what did it matter? If Rafaello di Viscenti had

jected to it he would have got one of his minions to
amange an alternative.

“Come— The man she had married that morning slipped

a hand under her elbow. There was a tension in his prip
that communicated itself to her and to Benji, who gave a
litde prizzle
Magda suffered a
pression was closed and shuttered, and looked, she thought,
very remote. Instinctively she realised that she and Benji

ift glance at Rafaello’s face. Its ex-

were the last things on his mind,

As they approached the front door it swung open sud-
denly, and a man came out. He was elderly, dressed in
shirtsleeves and a waistcoat, and she realised he must be
some sort of butler. He greeted Rafacllo, and though she

ould understand not a word she could tell he had definitely

been expecting his arrival,

‘And certainly not her

More rapid Mtalian followed, and Magda was sure she
was not imagining the strong disapproval in the man'’s re-
action—nor the shocked expression when he took in not
just her, but Benji. too. Rafzello, she could tell, was simply
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terse and uncommunicative—and defin
something the man had said o him.

“Then they were indoors and Rafaello was turning to her.

“You and the child must be tired. I am sure you would
like to rest a while. Come.” His voice was impersonal

“They proceeded up a prand staircase, and Magda could
not help staring bug-eyed around her. The inside of the
house was as beautiful as the outside, with white plain pl:
ter walls hung with tapestries and oil paintings, and a mar-
ble staircase edged with scrolling wrought-iron banisters.
Everything looked incredibly antique and expensive, a
world away from the modern luxury apartments she
cleaned.

Disbelief welled through her again—she was going to
live here for the next few weeks? This was definitely a
fairytale!

Rafaello took her into a large room leading off the broad
upper landing. Again she just gazed around, wide-eyed. A
vast carved wooden bed dominated the room, which was
filled with huge pieces of furniture but, such was the size

the room, there was no sense of being cramped at all. A
fabulous Persian carpet spread out beneath her feet, and
heavy drapes cascaded to the floor ither side of the pair
of shuttered windows. A huge stone fireplace faced the bed.

“The en suite bathroom is through that door,” Rafaello
informed her in the same terse, blank tone. ‘Do you have
all that you need for yourself and the child? Giuseppe will
obtain anything you ask him for.”

She managed to nod, feeling incredibly awkward. The
butler-type—Giuseppe, she presumed—had followed them
up, and now came in, carrying her suitcase from the limo.

out of place here as she did.
d at his watch. ‘Refresh
‘yourself, and the child. Would you like some coffee?”
‘She nodded. “Th-thank you,”'she stammered faintly
‘Giuseppe will show you down-

Iy not pleased by
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stairs in a while, when you are rested. Oh...’ He paused.
and his eyes flicked over her again, unreadably. “There is
no need for you to change.”

‘Then he was gone, and Giuseppe with him.

Alone, Magda gazed around again. It was obvious that
she was simply being stashed away until required, but she
could hardly complain about her storage conditions. The
room was exquisite. Her only worry was that everything in
it was far too precious for her and Benji

Benji, however, was eager to be mobile. She put him
down and he promptly tottered off, eagerly exploring this
new environment. She watched him head for the huge bed.
She would not have to ask for a cot—the bed was easily
big enough for her and Benji.

And her husband?

She pushed the thought away. Rafzello di Viscenti
her husband by nothing more than a legal sleight-c
Where he slept had nothing to do with her

Rafaello walked back down the staircase, his expression

tight. He did not look forward to the imminent confronta
tion, but it was both inevitable and essential. He had to
teach his father, once and for all, that he was not a puppet

ith strings to be pulled

For his father Viscenti AG, founded over a hundred years
20 to restore the ailing fortunes of a landed family, was
simply a business, yielding a more than
for the di Viscentis

Rafaello knew better. The world had shifted—globali
tion was the name of the game. The only game. Viscenti
AG had to move into the twenty-first century, and the only
way to do that was to become major league on a global
stage. The euro was secing to that, if nothing else—Europe
was wide open, and the blast of competition blew with a
chillier wind than ever. Cosy family businesses. just
wouldn't survive.
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till now Rafaello had had to fight for his strategy of

aking Viscenti AG global every inch of the way with his

He might be chief executive, but his father was

ind owned the majority shareholding. He had

Tooked with grudging disapproval upon all Rafacllo’s end-

less labours in opening up the European market to the com-

pany, and, even though turnover and profits were soaring,

Rafaello knew his father wished Viscenti AG had stayed
the native enterprise it always had been

But Rafaello had worked his backside off for the com-
pany he had 5o dramatically expanded, and he was not, nor

e his efforts wasted—or the family company sold

10 strangers.

“To prevent that he would do anything—whatever it

As he had proved that morning.

He strode across the marble-floored hallway and into the

ned library he used as an office. Crossing 1o the
ndow that overlooked the omamental pool with its trick-
ling fountain, Rafaello pushed back the sides of his suit
jacket and splayed his fingers along his hips, looking out
moodily. Typical of his father not to be here when he
‘wanted him to be. Giuseppe had informed him, when he’d
arived, that both his father and cousin had gone out for
Tunch and were not expected back until late afternoon. He'd
then promptly gone on to try and discover who the young
female with the baby was.

Rafaello had cut him off, refusing to be drawn. The girl’s
identity was going to be a surprise for everyone. Oh, yes
certainly a surprise. He gave a grim smile. She was, just as
he had anticipated, ideal. She'd stared around op
mouthed as he'd taken her upstairs, as though she'd landed
on an alien planet, her child hitched on her hip, her cheap,
‘wrong-sized, unflatering dress hanging on her skinny body
her complexion pasty and her mud-coloured hair scraped
bacl

His smile tightened. His father would be incandescent
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ith rage—not just at having been outmanoeuvred, but at

having the name of di Viscenti so totally insulted by his

own son presenting him with such a female for a daughter-
+law

A momentary frown creased his brow, then it cleared.
“The girl could what made her so ideal for
his purposes—and, besides, she was being paid what was
for her a vast sum of money, had entered into the arrange-
ment of her own free will. So far she had done exactly
what he wanted—which was, predominantly, to do what
she was told, ask no questions and keep out of the way
until required.

He turned away from the window and sat himself down
at his desk. He might as well get some work done while
he was waiting. It might distract him from the coming con-
frontation.

Why did it have to be like this? he wondered, his ex-

pression drawn. Why this unnecessary, painful showdown
ith his father? Why couldn’t he simply talk to him—com-
municate instead of confront
He sighed. He'd had more communication in the last
fifteen years with Giuseppe and his wife Maria. It had been
they who'd seen him through from adolescence to adult-
hood—Giuseppe, who'd doused his morning-after head be-

fore his father saw him; Maria, who'd refused to hand him
the keys of his first sports car when he'd been too angry
to drive after another explosive head-to-head with his
ther. And it had been Giuseppe who'd listened to him when
he'd expounded his dreams of making Viscenti AG a global
name, Maria who'd rung a peal over him for leaving 2 trail
of besotted girls behind him, making him wise up and stick
1o society women.

He knew his father considered him dissolute
determination to force him into matrimony. H
tightened. If there had been any real hope o
tion with his father he would not have had to do what he
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had done this morning. A shadow crossed his eyes. It was
his mother's death in a road accident when he was fifteen
that had caused the rift between father and son. They had
both grieved—but ther. His father, mourning his
adored wife, had withdrawn, cutting off his son. And
Rafaello knew, with the hindsight of his thirty years, that
the wild behaviour he had plunged into as a teenager —the
fast cars, the partying, the girls—had been his cry for
tention, for help—fa 2 father who had tumed
away from him just when he needed him more than ever.
And now it was t0o late. The wall between them that
had been laid, brick by brick, in Rafaello’s adolescence was
ak through. His father had hardened, and so
had he. Now there was only challenge—and strife
‘With the latest round just about to start
“The sound of a car approaching along the drive made
him look up from his work. He could recognise the note
the pricey litle roadster that his cousin Lucia drove. It
was always important to her to be seen in the right car,
‘wearing the latest clothes by the best designers, and so
sing with the right people. Hence her burning desire for a
tich husband
‘When he could hear voices out in the hallway he strolled
forcing himself to appear relaxed.
“Rafzello? His father stopped short
“Papa.” Rafaello strolled forward.
“When did you get here?” demanded Enrico di Viscenti,
bly taken aback by his son's arrival
“This aftemoon,” replied his son laconically, and pro-
to where his cousin was standing, stock

* he said dutifully, and bent to kiss her on either
cheek. She smelt of too much perfume, and her face was
to0 made up, but she was a handsome female for all that—
as she well knew.

“Rafzello, she murmured. “Such a surprise.’ Her voice
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was neutral, her eyes assessing. Rafaello returned her look
blandly

“As you see, the prodigal returns, he observed laconi-
cally. *Have you had a pleasant day?”

“Very,” retumed Lucia. “Tio Enrico accompanied me to
the launch of an art exhibition in Firenze. A new artist I
enjoy.’

A polite smile grazed Rafaello’s mouth. *And does he
enjoy you, t00?” he murmured.

Lucia's face stffened immediately. “You offend,
Rafaello!” she snapped.

He shrugged elegantly. He shouldn’t bait her, he knew—
but he was well aware that Lucia Foscesca took her lovers
mostly from artstic circles. Young men who were likely to
put up with her in exchange for the influence she could
bring to bear on their careers. It was one of the—many—
reasons that Rafaello refused to gratify his parent's insis
tence on the suitability of marriage between the cousins
Call him old-fashioned—and Lucia frequently did, with a
taunting laugh that could not quite hide her annoyance—
but he would prefer his bride to be less well acquainted
with the opposite sex.

He stilled. The word bride’ pulled him up short. The
idea that upstairs a scrawny, unlovely, sexually undiscrim-
inating twenty-one-year-old English girl, with a nameless,
fatherless child in her arms, was actually, in the eyes of the
law, his bride of less than twelve hours struck him as com-
pletely unbelievable. Had he really gone through with it?
What he had done stil felt completely unreal. Insane. Then
he hardened his resolve.

es, he had done it—put his name and hers on a wedding
cerificate. He had had no other option. His hand had been
forced. Angry resentment seethed through him, but he
banked it down. He'd get his revenge for what his stubborn,
pig-headed father had made him do—get it right now

His father was speaking again.

Ve scEemE®n
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“And to what, may I ask— his father’s voice sounded
biting “—do we owe this unexpected honour?”

Rafaello’s dark eyes glinted. ‘Why, Papa, tomorrow is
my thirtieth birthday. Surely you knew 1 would come?”

Enrico di Viscenti's eyes narowed. ‘Did 17" he coun-
tered

His son smiled. *And here I am—as dutiful as ever.
Come," he went on, “join me on the terrace—I believe a
litle. . celebration...is in order.”

He was aware of Lucia’s piercing scrutiny and sudden
riveted attention, and his gaze moved from his father to
meet her assessing gaze. He smiled blandly, his eyes glint-
ing just as his father’s had done.

“Lucia—you will join us, of course.’

His yoice was urbane, but it signalled volumes. He
watched as a slow expression of satisfaction, swiftly veiled.
passed over her handsome features.

“Good.” said Rafaello, and smiled again. But beneath the
smile 2 hard, tight band seemed to be lashing itself around
his heart
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‘WeLL? demanded Enrico, taking his seat at the omate
ironwork table at the shady end of the terrace outside the
ing room of the villa. “Can it be that you have
bme to your senses at last?” His voice was sharp, and the
gaze e fested on his son even sharper.
“The hard, tight rope around Rafaello’s chest lashed the
knot around his chest tighter.
“Did you doubt that I would, Papa?” he replicd, his voice
level
His father made a sound in his throat between a prowl
and a rasp. *I know you are more obstinate and self-willed
than any father deserves. It was always the way with you!”
“Well," said Rafaello, with a temporising air, *for once I
am being the model son—
If there was 2 bite in his voice, no one heard it. He went
“But first T would like, Papa, to confirm that if 1 do
what you want, and marry by my thirtieth birthday, you
ill give me undisputed control of the company. Is that
right”” Rafaello addressed his father directly, Keeping his
esslike.
father. *You know perfectly well it

on that?
fronted that he had even been
asked.
Rafaello smiled inexpressively. ‘In which case, Pap.” he
ly on, his voice bland, ‘you may wish me
happy—and keep to your side of the agreement.”
His father stilled, "his hands gripping the arms of his

@
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chair, unable to speak for the 3 a. With
a breathless little laugh, she spoke.

“Rafzello, you are the most abominable man.” Her voice
was full of Rirtatious exasperation. “Proposing to me in
such a fashion.’ She gave her tinkling laugh again. ‘But I
shall punish you for your lack of gallantry, be sure of that.”
She tumed to_her prospective father-in-law. “Tell me.
Enrico, she said with coy feminine teasing, how shall T
punish this boorish son of yours for depriving me of my
rightful wooing?

‘She gave another little laugh, coquettish now, and let her
gaze slip back to her husband-to-be.

‘There was a curious look on his face. Half-shuttered,
half-revealing. He held up a hand.

“Before we go any further, I think it is time for cham-
pagne, no?"

On cue, Giuseppe appeared, bearing the requisite b
erage, and as he placed the tray on the table between them
Rafaello murmured something to him. The man nodded
and retired. Rafaello busied himself opening the bottle and
liberally filling up the glasses and spreading them around.

Lucia gave a click of iritation. ‘Giuseppe has brought

elass too many.” she said acidly. ‘It is high time he
took his pension!”

Rafaello presented her with her foaming narrow glass.
‘When you are mistress here, you may tell him so,” he said
lightly.

A small but distinct smirk of satisfaction—and antici-

th. Rafaello watched it
unreadable.
ked up his glass and got to his feet. ‘A
ction rang in his voice. He was well pleased
son’s decision to finally see reason, as was his
ce. *A toast to the new Signora di Viscenti—

Rafaello lified his glass. *How kind,” he murmured

There was a slight sound in the doorway to the drawing
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room and he tilted his head towards it. “And how very
timely.”

“The girl stood there, Gius
pratification surged through Rafaello. The girl made exactly
the picture he had intended. As the others at the table tuned
1o stare at her she stood there, atrociously dressed, her hair
drawn back off her plain face with an elastic band, and—
best of all—an open-mouthed baby on her hip. Her ex-
pression was completely blank

Rafaello got to his feet and drew her forward. She was
as stiff and unyielding as a board, and almost stumbled. He
ook her hand. making sure the wedding ring was visible.

“Allow me 1o present,” he said, in a voice that was as
bland as milk, ‘my wife, Signora di Viscenti.”

e just behind her. Fierce

For a moment, as Magda stood completely immobile, want-
ing the earth to swallow her, there was complete silence.
as uproar.

‘Then, a second later, there

1t was the old man’s voice that was the loudest. It was
like a lion roaring. She could understand not a word, but
the rage in it was like a hurricane pouring over her. At her

side Rafaello di Viscenti, the man to whom she had been
legally joined in matrimony. eripped her left hand in a vice.

Her breath was frozen in her chest. The old man—who
just had to be Rafaello di Viscenti’s father, for the a
‘ance of his head and the similarity of the features argued
nothing else—was still roaring. The butler-type was look-
ing as if he’d been hit over the head by a heavy object—
and the woman sitting next to the older Signor di Viscenti
was simply looking totally and completely incredulous.

For one long, timeless instant there was nothing except
the roaring Italian rage of the old man, and then, in absolute
terror, Benji started to howl

Magda jerked her hand free and used it to cradle her son
up against her breast, turning away, back into the lavishly
elegant drawing room.
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What on earth was going on? A new voice had inter-
rupted the roaring—Rafaello’s. His voi

more biting, but just as angry. Desperately Magda got as
far away as she Could, clutching the sobbing Benji to her
while she tried to calm him—an impossible task, given the
human racket going on out on the terrace.

‘Suddenly her sleeve was seized. There was an overy
ering smeil of heavy perfume, and a voice w
something at her in Italian. The venom in the words
comprehensible though they were, made Magda flinch

“Please— she said jerkily. °I...I don’t understand."

‘The woman caught breath. Her eyes narrowed. ‘Inglese?”
“Then she shook Magda’s arm again. “Who are you? What
are you playing at? Pretending to be Rafaello’s bride.” The
‘woman tried to seize her ring finger, as if to check its au-
thenticity, but Magda fielded her off, turning so that her
body was between the woman and Benji. He was still
ing fearfully.

She tore herself away and headed for the door.
Stumbling, Benji still wailing in terror, she rushed across
the marble hall and hurled herself up the staircase as
quickly as she could, heading back to the sanctuary of the
bedroom. Only when she was safely within did she pause
to draw breath,

Her first thought was for Benji. He was all but hysterical
now, and calming him down took for ever. But gradually,
as she sat on the bed with him on her lap, rocking gently
and soothingly, his anguished sobs died away. A thumb
slipped into his mouth and he began o relax at last.

Magda felt shaken to the core. She might not have un-
derstood a word of that roaring anger, but the fury had been

able.
b, dear God, what have I let myself in for?
please, let me wake up and find myself at home

Please,
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But it was no dream. She was indeed here, in a Tuscan
villa, married to a man whose family had gone apoplectic
at the news.

If she listened, she could stll hear the storm raging down-
stairs. It seemed to have moved in from the terrace, but it
was still in full flood. Magda shrank back, clutching Benji
He felt her distress and discomfort, and started whimpering
again

Footsteps, hard and angry-sounding, echoed across the
marble hall. Doors slammed several times. What sounded
like paternal denunciation rang up through the floorboards.
Finally, in a last flurry of raised voices, there was a heavier

slamming. It reverberated right through the house, it
seemed to Magda, and then everything went quiet. A mo-
ment later there came the throaty roar of a powerful internal
combustion engine, gunning fiercely and then roaring away

Silence reined. Total silence. It was almost as unnerving
as the noise.

Knowing, instinctively., that the only thing she could do
was keep her head tucked well down beneath the parapet,
Magda kept o her room. Gradually Benji cheered up, but
it was not long before another need made itself increasingly
urgently felt. He was hungry

She rifled through her hand baggage,

tracting an apple
and some rusks. Benji wolfed them down, stil hungry when
they were all gone. For the next forty-five minutes Magda

tried to mollify him, but i vain. Even juice could not sate

him. He needed prc od. and milk There was
for it. She would have to g0 and find some.

‘With her heart in her mouth she gingerly opened the door

bedroom. It was dusky outside on the landing

ously she went down the grand marble staircase into

the deserted hall. Hoping to find Giuseppe, she went

through what must be a service door into a stone-flagged

corridor. A door stood ajar at the end, and she entered re-

uctantly. If it were just herself she’d go to bed hungry, but
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she could not starve poor Benji. Surely someone would take
pity on him:

As she entered, she realised she was in a vast, old-
fashioned Kitchen. A cavernous fireplace at the far end was
filled with a huge cooking range. Dominating the centre of
the room, however, was an endless long wooden table. To
the side, beneath an old-fashioned window, an elderly
‘woman was vigorously scrubbing a huge copper saucepan
at a stone sink

As Magda hovered hesitantly in the doorway the woman
tumed to stare at her.

7 she demanded, in an unfriendly tone. Her face was
strong-boned, and her expression was anything but w
coming. She lared at Magda.

Magda swallowed. “Mi dispiace,” she ventured haltingly
hoping she was pronouncing it right from the Ialian phrase-
book she had bought. “Ma...este possible.

I speak English,” the woman snapped at her. ‘What is it
you want

Almost, Magda turned and ran. Then, as Benji huddled
in closer t0 her, sensing her unease, she swallowed again.
1.am so sorry—' her voice was almost a whisper ‘—but
would it be possible, please...a lttle food...and some
milk...for my baby

Fierce bl from beneath beetling greying brows
bored int felt her throat tighten with. tensic
Surely the woman would not refuse sustenance for a little
child, however angry she was at having been disturbed—
as she so clearly was—by such an unwelcome person as
the female whom Rafaello di Viscenti had brought here to

g her, taking in her shabby clothes,

her thin, drab figure, the baby clutching h &

back to Magda’s strained, nervous face. Suddenly the
man’s expression changed. She threw up her hands, ex-
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claiming something vociferously in her native lang
and bustled forward

“Come—come—come..." she announced. ‘Sit— She
propelled Magda with surprisingly strong arms, considering
her age, and plumped her down at one of the chairs at the
Tong table. *You are hungry, yes? Foolish girl—why did
you not ring from your room?”

1...1..didn’t want to be a nuisance
mered,

“The woman made 2 tch-ing noise in her throat. *A baby
must not wait for his food. she announced. "Nor the
mother.

‘She bustled off to the far end of the kitchen, this time to

ing range. There were various pots on it, and out

* Magda stam-

oden implement like a spoon, with horizontal prong:
generous serving of spaghetti. On top of this she ladled
spoonfuls of tomato sauce. She carried the dish back to
Magda, placed it on the table, and deftly tied a huge tea-
towel around Benji's neck to protect his clothes from the
sauce.

Benji’s lttle mouth was already wide open, and Magda
had scarcely time to check the pasta was not too hot before
he had seized her wrist and was guiding the forkful towards
him.

He made a hearty meal, and as soon s he had finished
another, even larger bowl of pasta and sauce was placed in
front of Magda.

“Eat,’ the woman instructed, taking Benji from her.
Balancing him expertly on her own hip, she tumed to fill
a cup with some water, and gave it to him to drink from

ith equal expertise. Surprisingly, Benji seemed perfectly
happy with this, and started to gurgle.

The woman beamed, and addressed him in voluble
talian of which Magda caught only one word—bambino.
‘Then, extracting a wooden stirrer from a large earthenware
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pot on the window ledge, the woman presented it to
Benji—who grabbed it eagerly—and sat herself down op-
posite Magda.

“Eat,” she repeated, as Magda paused in her own con-
sumption of pasta. It was totally delicious, and she was
wolfing it down as eagerly as Benji had.

“Thank you," she murmured, still feeling intensely a
ward as well as grateful.

“The woman et her finish, amusing herself by entertain-
ing Benji, who was in no way dismayed to be addressed in
a foreign language. Magda watched covertly, between
mouthfuls. The woman was obviously very experienced

h children, and knew exactly what Benji found enter-

ning—which was largely banging the wooden strrer on
the table and trying to knock over the pepperpot.

Magda scraped the last of the tomato sauce with her
spoon and gave a satisfied sigh. The woman looked across
at her

*So," she announced. ‘Now we talk.’ She hefted Benji
from one side of her lap to the other. *You tell me,” she
said in her heavily accented English. “Is Rafaello the fa-
ther?”

A look of total stupefaction filled Magda's face. Her
mouth fell open in shock. Her reaction seemed to please
the woman.

“Well, that is one relief at least,” she announced. The
snap was back in her voice, and Magda, finally over-
‘wrought by all the events of the day, found her throat tight-
ening

“So.” went on the woman relentlessly, *he has married
simply to make his father angry. fdiotal”

Magda stared helplessly. She didn’t know what to sa
Didn’t know what she could say. She had had no idea that
she would be walking into such a volatle situation. But
evidently it did not surprise the housekeeper—or so she
assumed this woman must be.
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“Is he mad. finally to do this to his father?” the woman
cclaimed. *Always the same—always. Always they fight
like...like the men of sheep...their heads—so!" She siid
e hand past Benji and made a fist together with the other,
and clashed the knuckles together, like rams’ horns im-
pacting. “But this—this s the worst”

“L..T'm sorry,” said Magda. It seemed the only thing to
say

“The woman said something in Italian. “Well, well,” she
went on in English. “It is done now. So, if Rafaello is not
the father of your child, why do you marry him?”

‘The bluntness of the question took Magda aback.

“Um—Signor di Viscenti said he needed to be married
for legal reasons by his thirtieth birthday. I...1 agreed be-
cause...”

She felt silent. Suddenly it seemed shameful to admit that
she had married a complete stranger for financial gain.

‘The woman’s eyes took on a shrewd expression.

“He offers you money, yes?”

Colour stained Magda’s cheekbones. She looked down.
‘With... with the money Signor di Viscenti has promised
me I can buy a litile house for my son.”

“The tch-ing noise came again. *And the father of your
bambing? No, o, do not tell me.” The voice sounded old
and tired. “He has gone, no? It is always the same—the
men do not care and the girls are foolish.”

She started to clear away the empty pasta dishes, handing
Benji back to Magda. “Well, well, there is nothing to be

But Ttell you—' a dark, warning look came Magda’s
way ‘—after this his father will never forgive Rafael

sunlight pressing on Rafaello’s eyes made him groan

Slowly, he roused to an unwelcome consciousness, and
then wished himself still in oblivion. He'd stormed out of
the villa yesterday evening, his father’s curses stll ringing
in his ears. Tearing down the valley in his high-powered
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sports car, he'd replayed every ugly word that had been
changed. His father’s incandescent rage and his own vi-
telling him that thanks to his insistence on
on marrying he now had a daughter-in-law who came
mplete with a fatherless baby and who cleaned toilets for

a living

For ten seconds he'd thought Enrico would have a car-
diac arrest on the spot—until his temper had burst out again
and he'd rained down verbal abuse on his son for shaming
the family name. As for Lucia, she'd been wearing an ex-
pression like Lucretia Borgia on a bad hair day—looking
for someone to poison that could only be him.

He'd ended the night working his way through a bottle

grappa and damning the whole world.

er brought him back {0 a semblance of

half-fife. 1t was nearly noon. a glance at his waich told him.

Noon on his thirtieth birthday. He didn't feel like celebrat-

ssed to the window of his bedroom and stared

balefully. Below, the vista of the gardens brought him

no comfort. He tried to focus on important things. He must

2010 Rome and call a board meeting to confirm him as the
new chairman, then start_implementing the Strategy
elobal expansion into the USA and Australia for Vis

AG that he'd been planning for so long.

A movement to the side of his field of vision caught his
eye. The girl and her litle boy were rounding the side of
the house. She was going very slowly, holding his hand as
he toddled unsteadily along the gravelled path. Dio, he'd
all but forgotten about her. He watched her stoop swiftly
1o catch the child as he stumbled momentarily and then set
him back on cour

‘What the hell was he going to do about her? She’d served
her purpose—provided him with the wife he required to
confront his father. He didn't need her any more, but he
could ot risk giving rise to public speculation that his was
a fraudulent marriage by sending her back to England
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straight away. He gave a shrug and turned away. He would
tell Maria to keep her out of his hair and she could enjoy
a free holiday at the villa while he was in Rome.

He was just about to tum away when another figure came
into view, stalking out from the hou

Lucia

She was clearly on course to the girl, and in a raging
temper

Out in the pardens, Magda came to 2 halt. That woman,

vever she was, who had been s furious at Rafaello’s

ncement as his father had been, was heading pur-

fully towards her. Magda waited apprehensively. The
‘woman's high heels scrunched noisily on the path.

ame 10 a stop in front of her. Yesterday Magda had

been in too much shock to take in anything about the

‘woman. Now she could see she was an immaculately coif-

eyed brunette, wearing 2 tight-itting designer

Her eyes were narrowed with blazing hostility. Magda’s

hand tightened over Benji, who was crouching down to
spect the gravel,

1 the woman was going

unsaid. More crunching footsteps sounded, heavier and

say 1o her remained

rapid, and Rafaello appeared around the corner of the
ring, this summer morning. a lightweight

st in pale grey, and he looked, as
completely breathtaking.

He launched into rapid Ialian directed at Lucia

“You should leave, Lucia. There is nothing for you
here—there never was. You should have known I would
never marry you."

Lucia’s eyes flashed angrily. Her
married this putana instead of me! Lok at her. She’s like
some scrawny chicken.’
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“The contempt in the woman’s eyes as she raked Magda’s
face made Rafzello’s jaw tighten.

“Basta.” He cast a rapid glance at the girl. She was look-
ing ashen suddenly, and for a moment Rafaello hoped she
didn't have the wit to realise what Lucia had called her.
But doubtless she could hear the hostility in his cousin’s
voice, whatever language she spoke. He took a sharp
breath,

“I think, Lucia, it would be best if you retumed to your
apartment in Firenze. You have done my father no favours
in making him think of you as a prospective daughter
law.”

An ugly look flashed in the woman’s dark eyes. ‘And
‘you think you have done him a favour bringing him home
ihat...that girl?” she spat angrily. I hope you are proud of
what you have done, Rafaello.”

She turned on her stilettos and stalked off. Slowly,
Magda let out her breath, unaware ill now that she’d been
holding it. Benji was clinging to her hand, huddled clos
clearly frightened by the anger all around him

IS all right, muffin,’ she whispered comfortingly into
i she scooped him up into her arms.

But it wasn't all right. 1t was all wrong. Everything here
in this beautiful place was as wrong as it could be. Her
throat tightened.

“You should have told me.”

Where the words came from she did not know. Where
the courage to say them came from she certainly didn’t
know. But she had said them, and now she was looking at
the man she had thought she was marrying simply for a
matter of legal detail in reasons of business

But this was surely nothing to do with Viscenti AG—it
couldn’t be! The anger and fury that had erupted since she
had stepped out on 1o the terrace yesterday could not pos-
sibly be about something as impersonal as business.

“This was family. Ugly. emotional, volatile, bitter family.
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“Told you what?"

Rafaello’s voice was sharper than he meant. His unpleas-
ant exchange with Lucia made it sound harsher.

“Told me that I was walking into a human minefield,”
Magda said tightly. ‘Everyone is furious that you married
me. Your father, that woman—whoever she is—even the
housekeeper and your butler. I didn’t know everyone here
‘would be angry with me.” There was a tremor in her voice
she tried desperately to conceal.

“They are not angry with you," Rafaello answered flaly.
“They are angry with me. And the only person I am angry
with,” he continued, even more flatly, “is my father. You
might as well know...’ He took a heavy breath. ‘He wanted
me to marry Lucia—she is my cousin, and would like to
be Signora di Viscenti and have my money to spend. She
worked on him to persuade him she would be the ideal

e for me—and the ideal mother of the grandchildren he
ight to force my compliance

bsessed with having. He
by threatening to sell his controlling share of the family
bmpany. That I will not permit—I have worked t00 hard

for the last ten years to throw away all my efforts just to
ensure 1 am not manipulated into marriage with 2 woman
1do not wish to marry. So I outmanoeuvred him. I arrived
the day before my thirtieth birthday already—already mar-
tied.”

“To a putana. Her voice was even flatter than his.

Rafaello stiffened. Could she possibly know what that
word meant? As if she could read his thoughts, she said
thinly, ‘A whore—isn’t that the right translation, Mr di
Viscenti?”

She started to walk past him. She just wanted to get
away. The ugliness around her was choking her.

He caught her arm. “You must take na of Luc
he is bitter and angry. She lashed out at you. That is all.”

“Thank you—but I prefer not to be lashed out at in the
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first place. You and your cousin know nothing of me or
my circumstances—or my son’s.”

His face darkened at her retort. °I know that a young.
with a baby and no man to support it means that you were,
at the very least, careless about who you chose to sleep
with

Her expression stiffened. °I think 1 was more careless,
Mr di Viscenti, about whom I chose to marry yesterday
morning. I definitely should have checked out your charm-
ing relations.”

She shook her arm free and walked rapidly away from
him. Behind her, Rafaello swore. Then, quickening his step,
he caught up with her

“I regret that you were exposed to such a scene," he said
tightly. *But I would suggest you remember that you are

ing paid a substantial amount of money to undertake
what you have done.”

She stopped. deflating instantly at his blunt reminder.
She stared down at his polished shoes. He was right—and
she must not forget it, however economical with the truth
he had been about his reasons for marrying her.

“I've done my best, Mr di Viscenti,” she answered with
quiet dignity, lfting her eyes to him. ‘I've done what you
‘wanted me to do, when you wanted me to do it. But I really
didn't appreciate that one of my duties would be to serve
as a punch-bag for those of your household who are di
pleased by your marriage.”

Rafaello’s lip curled. *Are you asking for more money?

Her face seemed to whiten under his question. "No, Mr
di Viscent, 1 am not asking for more money. I am asking
merely not to be subject to the anger and insults of mem-
bers of your household. If nothing else, it is upsetting for
Benji. And now, if you please, if you would be so kind as
10 give me my instructions for the day I shall carry them
out to the best of my ability. Do you wish me to return to
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“You may do whatever you please.’ A spurt of quite
unnatural anger at her response shot through him. “The
house and grounds are at your disposal. 1 am not an ogre—
and 1 have expressed my regret for my cousin’s behaviour.
he will be leaving shortly, as shall I Please make yourself
at home.”

He walked away, leaving Magda feeling impotently an-
ery. Slowly the feeling drained away. What was the point

her making a fuss like that? The rich were heedlessly
indifferent to others; she knew that well enough. To
Rafaello di Viscenti she was nothing more than 2 t
be used—hired and paid for. When she was of
him she should stay quiet and not make a fuss-
uproar was going on around her.

She let Benji slip down to the ground again, and
watched him busying himself scooping up handfuls of
gravel and throwing them down again with a satisfied ar.
When, finally, he was bored, she took his hand

“Come on, let’s go back indoors.’

She made her way around the side of the villa, back to
the servants® entrance at the rear. At least here she felt more
at ease. The housekeeper—whose name, she had been in-
formed over breakfast, when she had tentatively made her
way down to the kitchen once Benji had su
Maria—at least seemed to have decided to tolerate her. She
was being kind enough, in a sort of rough-edged way that
Magda suspected was her customary manner, hiding a very
soft heart,

“Milk." pronounced Maria now, as Magda entered the
huge Kitchen, “for the bambino.”

Benji toddled cheerfully over to her, expressing confi-
dence in being welcomed by this new person in his lfe that
was amply repaid. Chatting away to him in Italian, Maria
sat him on the table and presented him with a mug of
creamy milk.
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“Late,” she informed the infant s he gulped
tents greedily, and repeated the word several times.
;" replied Benji, and beamed at her expectantly
Mo'?’

“He means more," said Magda diffidently. ‘Um—piu?"
she ventured, racking her brain for what she had read in
her Italian phrasebook.

“Ancora,” corrected Maria, refilling Benji’s mug. She
Tooked at Magda. *He is a good boy. Even with no father.”
Her black eyes rested on Magda, and then softened. “But
you love your bambino, that I can see. And that makes you
a good woman.’

Unaccountably, the rough kindness made Magda’s eyes
prick with tears. The housekeeper made her tch-ing sound.
and placed another mug of creamy milk in front of her, as
well as refilling Benji's

“Drink," she said again, o both of them.

To her surpr
enjoyable. Maria took her under her wing, managing o find
time to make a great fuss of Benji, which he openly adored.
Fetching his toys from her room, Magda settled in the vast

. Magda found the rest of the day actually

Kitchen at one end of the table while Maria got on with the
task of serving lunch—presumably for Rafaello’s father.
Lucia had, according to a terse announcement by Giuseppe
as he looked into the Kitchen at some point, departed.
Judging from the way she was spoken about, Magda gath-
ered that Rafaello’s cousin was no favourite below stairs.
Rafaello, 100, had gone, roaring off in his car, the noise of
his departure causing Maria’s lips to tighten ominously.
Magda, however, could only be relieved

It was much easier being here in the servants’ quarte
After all, she reasoned, it was where she naturally belonged.

After lunch came a real treat. Maria took her and Benji
out to the swimming pool. Set in a sheltered walled garden.
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the water shimmered invitingly in the sunshine. Benji, who
adored swimming, tottered eagerly towards it

“Won't Signor di Viscenti mind?” Magda asked diffi-
dently.

Maria’s mouth tightened. “You are Signora di Viscenti
No, no, do not tell me that it is in name only. He has
married you. You are his wife. If you wish to swim—
swim.”

Magda could not resist. Although the water was still a
litdle chilly, Benji splashed so vigorously and enthusiasti-
cally in the rubber ring and water wings that Magda had
no fears he would take cold. In the peaceful sunshine, with
the pool to themselves, the time flashed by,

Afterwards, exhausted by his exertions, Benji fell fast
asleep on a lounger beneath the shade of a large umbrella
that Giuseppe had opened for them at the poolside. At his
side, Magda sunned herself.

‘Whatever the storms raging around her, one thing was
for sure: she would never again in her life get the chance
o enjoy such idyllic surroundings. She would make the
most of what was happening to her, she resolved, and let
everything else wash over her head. Rafacllo di Viscenti's
quarrels were nothing to do with her.

‘She spent a quiet evening with Benji, keeping Maria and
Giuseppe company in the kitchen. No one sent for her, and
Rafaello did not return to the villa.

“He has gone to Rome,” said Maria. She sounded dis-
approving. Magda simply felt relieved.

Later, with Benji asleep in the huge bed. she sat beside
him, sipping the coffee Maria brought up, reading for an
hour or two. Just before she turned in herself she sat by the
open window, drinking in the soft sounds of the Italian
night

My second might in ltaly. 1t seemed hardly possible, yet
it was so. As she looked out into the velvet darkness, the
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noise and tatty raucousness of South London seemed a uni-
Verse away.

1 am fortunate beyond my dreams, she said sofly o her-
self. Simply 1o have this experience is more than I ever
thought I could have.

A face swam into her vision. Dark-eyed, olive-skinned,
high cheekbones, sculpted mouth. .. male beauty in its ul-
timate form. She felt her heart give a crazy, unstoppable
litle skip. Oh, he was indeed the kind of man you could
fleel weak at the knees over.

‘Weak in the heart over!

But Rafaello di Viscenti was as remote from her as if he
were a portrait by Titian hanging on  palazzo wall

Her lips pressed together and she stared out, eyes wide
and painful, into the Tuscan night, where the wind w
nowed softly in the cypress trees and the scent of flowers
exhaled like the sweet breath of the sleeping carth.

slowly, she got to her feet and went (o bed.
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gunned his sports car and overtook a hopelessly
slow tourist hire-car travelling along the Pisa-Firenze au-
tostrada well below the maximum speed limit. He should
be in a good mood. Viscenti AG was his cc I

onfining pateral strings cut. But he was not. He did not
‘want another encounter with his father—still less with the
girl he had made his bride.

‘she made him feel uncomfortable.

“There was no reason for it, he told himself impatiently,
‘punning the engine again. He was setting her up financially
for life. She had nothing to complain of.

Except being dumped in a strange place with not a word

of the language and having everyone yelling their heads
off all around her

His mouth tightened, and he changed gea
than the superb engine warranted.

And you walking out on her and leaving her 10 it

another car and cruised back into his lane
rse he'd not hung around pointlessly at the

more roughly

Well, of c
villa! How could he have? The whole purpose of this total
farce was o call his father’s bluff so he could get Lucia
off his case and not lose his life’s work at Viscenti AG. He
‘wasn't there to nursemaid one of ife’s waifs and strays just
because he’d happened to marry her the day before. She
knew what she was doing when she signed the papers.
o, she didn’t

“The iritating voice in his head nagged at him again
making him blast his horn at a car hogging the outside lane.

Just like she told you—she didn’t know she was going o

60
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detonate an explosion of family fury. She walked into it and
hadn’t a clue

Yes, well, he thought grimly, there was still no reason
for him to feel bad about it. She was just some not
bright London girl who'd probably got pregnant on purg
to live on social security—she couldn't have understood a
word of what was being yelled about yesterday. And today
she'd had the run of a millionaire’s villa—a free holiday
in the sun. His father wouldn’t go near her, he knew—he
‘would simply lock himself in the library and fume—Lucia
had been sent off-pitch, and he’d made sure that Giuseppe
and Maria would keep an eye on the girl and her kid.

Ruthlessly he quashed any riposte to this final analysis

the situation and put his foot down hard on the a
erator. The powerful car shot forward and Rafaello felt a
rush of familiar exhilaration.

‘Speed always put his troubles far behind him

‘They caught up with him again, though, when he drew to
a halt in front of the parage at the rear of the villa some
half an hour later. A familiar car met his eyes. Wonderful,
he thought grimly. Reinforcements had been summoned.

He should not have been surprised. His father always
tumed to his sister when he wanied to complain about his
son. Well, Tia Elizavetta could say what she liked on this

nd she would too; she had a sharp tongue in her
head—but it was too late for recriminations. He had out-
manoeuvred his father and that was that

Giuseppe intercepted him the moment he stepped inside
the hallway. He was looking poker-faced and Rafaello
knew he was not pleased—the moment the man opened his
mouth he knew who he wasn't pleased with.

It was ° and “Signor’ that, uttered in such
Sff accents that Rafaello got the message loud and clear.
He was in the doghouse with both Giuseppe and the for-
midable Maria
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“My aunt and uncle are here, I see,” he said, doing his
grore the glacial atitude of this man who knew
better than his own father.
i, signor. They arrived an hour ago, They are with your
father.”

“There was a wealth of meaning in his words. Rafzello
nodded. “Well, I might as well et it over and done with,”
he remarked. *Are they in the library?’

Giuseppe indicated that they were.

“Right,” said Rafaello, and started to head towards the
double doors leading through to the library

A reproving cough came from behind him. He halted.
and turned his head questioningly

ignora di Viscenti is in the gardens with her little boy,
Giuseppe informed him, his face studiedly expressionless.
‘Perhaps you would like to greet her before secing your
aunt and uncle?”

Rafaello stilled. “Later,” was all he said, and headed into
the library. Behind him, Giuseppe’s disapproval was tan-
ble.
As he walked into the long room he could tell instantly

that his father had been enumerating his son’s crimes and
misdemeanours in graphic detail. His aunt had her older-
sister look about her, and his uncle had the familiar plazed
ook that meant his mind was miles away from yet another
family fi
‘You deign to return at last,” was his father's opening

salvo as his son approached. “First you destroy me, and
then you desert me. But what other treatment should 1 ex-
pect from you, hah

Rafaello felt the familiar surge of tense exasperation fill
him. “I needed to go to Rome, Pap. I had to call a board
meeting as s00n as possible to confirm the new chairman-
ship.”

A hiss that sounded like a steam train escaped his fa
ther's mouth. *Already. Already you discard me. Well
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when you leave the family company in ruins with your
ambition remember that you to

“You gave me your word, Papd, to let me run the com-
pany if I were married by my thirtieth birthday. That con-
dition 1 have met. That is all.” Rafacllo spoke with iron

trol, and watched the colour mount dangerously in his
father's face. His own darkened, and his control slipped
fatally. I am not a schoolboy any longer. What you'at-
tempted to do was unforgivable. This is my life—you have
no right to play with it like a toy.”

His voice had risen, and so had his temper

His aunt stepped forward, holding up her hands between
them.

“Rafaello, enough. And you. too, Enrico. Can you at least
try for civility if nothing else

Civility?” Enrico spat.
After what he has done?

His sister gave a heavy sigh. ‘It astonishes me, Enri
that after all these years you siill do not know Rafaello is
as stubborn as you. Good God, where else does he get it
from but you? You tried to force his hand—and he retali-
ated. What did you expect him to do, with your blood in
him? 1 warned you not to pursue your stubborn course! If
he had wanted to marry Lucia he would have done so with-

your help.”

Her brother looked mutinous at this criticism, but his
sister gave him no chance to respond. She tumed her
tention to her nephew

*And thank heaven you had more sense than to marry
Lucia. One day, I hope—' her voice had a reproving note
for Rafaello *—you will make a marriage based on love.
But first you have to disentangle yourself from this ridic-
ulous misalliance you have tied yourself up with. I do not
approve of what you have done, Rafaello, 1 tell you that
straight. However,” she went on imperiously, I still have

vility, Elizavetta?
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that you might yet prove yourself something more
than a business brain and a handsome face.” Her voice be-
came sharper than ever. “You might even bring yourself to
greet your aunt”

she held her arms out commandingly, and Rafzello
crossed to bestow the customary kiss and greeting on either
cheek

“Yes,” she said tartly to him. “That is better.”

She held his eye a moment. For all her sharp tongue he
ot on well with his outspoken aunt. *You and I wil talk.
young man,” she told him. *And I will contive, not for the
first time and no doubt not for the last.” she said wearily,
0 see if 1 can sort out this latest disaster.” She let him go
and stood back. ‘But first 1 should like to refresh myself.
‘The journey from Bologna was tiring. Your uncle has been
‘working too hard—his lecture tour was arduous and he has
papers to write. You should time these tempests better.
Bernardo—come.”

‘Sweeping her husband with her, barely giving him time
1o exchange hurried preetings with his nephew by marriage.
she headed for the door. For a moment Rafaello stood un-
certainly, looking across at his father, sill smouldering like
a keg of dynamite threatening to explode. Why? he thought
bitterly. Why is it always, always, abways such a battle?

A wave of depression swept over him. His father was a
stranger. An angry stranger.

A fierce light sparked in Enrico’s eyes as he saw his son
Tooking at him. *And you—you can get out, too. Get out

my sight.”

Rafaello did not need telling t
and left.

He twmed on his heel

A swim, he thought. That was what he needed. The weather

was warming up, and the physical exertion would do him
me of that hard, angry emotion roiling

around inside him like bilgewater in a rotting hull. But
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when, clad in his swimming trunks, towel over his shoul-
der, he strode through the stone archway that led into the
‘walled pool area, he stopped dead.

meone in the pool already. In fact, he real-
ised instantly, two people. His bride and her son.

He watched them for a moment, half hidden by some
cascading climbing roses. She was playing with the child
standing in the shallow end, legs apart, throwing the infant
up into the air with a whooshing noise and catching him
as he plunged back down into the water. She was laughing
and 5o was the child—uproariously. Evidently this experi-
ence was of enormous pleasure to him, for the litle boy
gave a shout of glee as he went up into the air before
descending yet again for a mighty splash.

Rafaello stepped forward and immediately Magda halted
in mid-lft, secing him enter the pool area. She
different 1o the abrupt wail of the baby as his fun was
interrupted.

‘She was staring at him—horror-struck, so it scemed to
Rafaello, and he felt an immediate burst of iritation. There
‘was no need to look at him as if he were Dracula. But she
was already wading to the semicircle of steps that led out
of the water as fast as she could, wielding the protesting
baby in front of her like a shield. She started to climb out
hastily.

“I'm very sorry. 1 didn’t realise I should not be swim-
ming now,” she said apologetically, and Rafaello experi-
enced another stab of exasperation. He felt like
Frankenstein’s monster as well as Dracula.

“There is no need to get out,” he informed her, dropping
his towel down on to one of the loungers. °I only require
one lane. Continue with the child."

But she was getting out of the pool all the same. N
no—we've finished.”

Judging by the wail that the child et out at that point,
he, for one, considered his swim far from finished.
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tay in the water.”

His voice came out harsher than he meant it to. It was

st that there was no reason for the girl to be looking at
him like that. As if he were an ogre

“No, really...” the girl mumbled. She'd stopped staring
at him. Her gaze seemed awkward now instead, and she
started to sidle towards the lounger her things were on
holding the protesting baby under his armpits. His legs
Kicked out furiously. His wet body started to slip through
her hands, and for a moment Rafaello thought he would
slide through them. He lunged forward just as the girl, at
the same time, bent her knees to lower the child from a
safer height to the ground.

For the barest second his eyes met hers, before he backed
away, realising his assistance was unnecessary. What he
saw i their expression shocked him. She Ic
terrified.

He straightened up. °I thought he was going 1
said.

she straightened as well, keeping hold of the baby'’s
hand, though he was tugging as hard as he could in the
direction of the water.

“His name is Benji,’ she said suddenly, and just as
she wasn't looking terrified at all. She was looking
“Just because he doesn’t have a father doesn’t mean
't have a name.”

Rafaello’s mouth tightened. She was a pint-sized th
he thought. The swimsuit she was wearing should have
been thrown away long ago. Thinking about it, it probably
had been. It was a size too large for her, for a start, and its
elasticity was completely gone. It was crinkling around her
abdomen and hips, bunching over her squashed, unappeal-
ing breasts. It was also a hideous shade of purple and green,

in'a spectacularly unlovely pattern
As e looked at it in disgust he re
had changed again. It was one he rec

sed her expression
nised. She'd w
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a similar expression the time he’d looked her over in his
flat, deciding that she was ideal for his purposes. This time
he recogised it

ifica

He also recognised his own react
sense of discomfort he'd felt on the drive back frc
airport this evening. OK, he admitted, 50 it wasn't the poor
girl’s fault she looked about as appealing k
chicken. And she certainly didn’t have any spare
splash out on a decent swimsuit that might actually do
something for her body instead of against it. In fact, that
restriction must apply to her whole wardrobe, which was
certainly the most appalling he’d ever encountered.

A sudden image of Lucia flashed into his mind, curved
and poured into her endless designer numbers, worn a bare
handful of times before being discarded.

‘The as unkind. The girl in front
might have come from a different plane.

He frowned. Another memory flashed in his mind—
Lucia calling her a putana.

“The stab of discomfort came again, stronger this time.
‘What the hell business had Lucia to cail her that? The idea
was ludicrous.

More than ludicrous,

1t was offensive.

s ed to the child again, still desperate to get
into the pool. OK, 5o there was no father around—
but accusing her of being feckless, as she obviously had
been, was hardly the same as accusing her of prostitution.

You know nothing of me or my circumstances.

Her accusation of the morning bit into his mind. And
she’d understood what Lucia had called her. She shouldn’t
have, but she had

‘The fecling of discomt

iling boy towards the lounger,
speaking to him sterly, and had managed to get a towel
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around his little body. He promptly threw it off with an
even louder wail. But the girl wrapped him up in it yet
again, and just as swiftly wrapped herself as well, knotting
the towel around her like a sarong. She straightened up.

Maybe it was because the towel veiled from his eyes the
hideous swimsuit, or maybe it was the lowering sun casting
an amber glow over the pool area, reflecting warm light on
1o her, but suddenly he thought she looked quite graceful,

ith her slender limbs and sunlit skin. She had long hair,
he noticed with mild surprise. It wasn't loose, though, it
was tied back in a long stringy ponytail. He hadn't even
realised she did have long hair—she'd always had it
clamped on the back of her head by some kind of clip in
a totally style-less way.

He watched her pick up the kiddie, hoist him on to her
hip. His wails had died away now, and he was staring at
Rafaello instead, with his big dark eyes. What had she said

s name was? Benji? He'd try and remember next time. It
might stop her correcting him in that snippy way.

She cleared up her stuff and left, muttering 2 defiant
‘Excuse me’ as she moved past with all her clutter. The
child—Benji, he reprimanded himself—was clutching his
inflatable ring as if it were golden treasure.

A mixture of exasperation and discomfort filled Rafaello.
The girl had obviously been enjoying herself with her
baby—Beni, he reminded himself—and now they were
hurrying away. It was quite unnecessary. They wouldn’t
have bothered him, provided they stayed out of his swim-
ming lane.

I, too late now. She’d insisted on going. It was hardly

s fault, he told himself, feeling iritated. He too
position by the edge of the pool and executed a perfect
racing dive, ploughing down to the far end twenty metres
away in a punishing, rapid freestyle.

Forty minutes and two kilometres later he hauled hims
out,tired but in 2 markedly better mood. The sun had gone
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now, and dusk was settling in, but the air was still pleas-
antly warm. He walked down the length of the pool, picked
up his towel and rubbed his hair, before wrapping the towel
over his body

Hunger nipped at him. He'd shower, change and take an
aperitf. His aunt would pounce on him, he knew, and give
him an earful, but his mood after exercise was good enough
to put up with it. He was glad she’d tumed up. She always
managed to calm his father down—she’d been doing it all
her life.

And having his aunt and uncle present
help to make dinner less of an ordeal. They v
keep things civil. He'd try and get Bernardo started on
‘whatever his current research was—his uncle didn’t speak
much, except when it was on his favourite scholarly topic.
‘Then he could expound for ever if he found a willing vic-
tim.

A smile curved Rafaello’s mouth as he headed back
doors. He had a lot of time for Bemardo—there was
whole lot of good sense in there, and a tempering dispo-
sition that went well with his aunt’s acid-tongued approach
to life—and family. They'd never had children, and
Rafaello had fond memories of both his aunt and uncle
making a huge fuss of him when he'd been litle
for family celebrations and holidays up in the c
hills

ight on cue, some twenty minutes later, as he sipped
his chilled beer, sitting out on the terrace overlooking the
gardens stretching away all around the villa, the
trees framing the vista of the valley below, he heard the
businesslike tread of his aunt approaching. Fe stood up as
and helped her take a seat.
“S0," she began, with a martial light in her eye, ‘now we

tairs, Magda was giving Benji his bath. It was hardly
necessary—he was as clean as a whistle from the pool—
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but it seemed compensation for him after having been
dragged away from the water. She didn't feel too bad about
it, however—it hadn’t been their first dip. They'd already
swum twice earler in the day, which had been spent, like
yesterday, in blissful ease.

‘She’d swum, had lunch with Maria and Giuseppe, swum
again, napped with Benji and then explored the beautiful
‘gardens and grounds of the villa—a skilful mix of formality
and cultivated wildness—even venturing further up the hill
behind into the lower slopes of the plentiful chestnut woods
that stretched behind the villa. Hearing from Maria on their
return that Rafaello’s aunt and uncle had arrived, she’d hid-
den herself and Benji in the pool area again for a final
swim,

She cringed inwardly with memory. Oh, why hada't she
left the pool ten minutes earlier instead of being caught by
Rafaello? If embarrassment was fatal she’d have been dead

bumed into
d, smooth, tanned muscle, total

the spott For the mill
her retinas—six feet of

physical male perfection.

Thank God she hadn’t blushed. That would have been
the ultimate mortification—letting him se that she couldn’t
take her eyes from him. As it was she had simply had the
familiar mortification—if more intense this time—of hav-
ing him look at her as if she were covered in slime.

‘She sat back on her heels, letting Benji scoop up a hand-
ful of foam and plaster it to the tiles beside the bath with
a gurgling laugh. She pushed back a strand of unruly hair
that had got loose, and as she twisted her head slightly she
caught sight of herself in the wall-length mirror inset op-
posite the bath.

ed so awful. Her T-shirt was totally

ind faded. Not that anything could have flattered

her, she knew. Her face was unremarkable, her hair dull
and mousy, besides being stringy and overlong. She tried
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1o remember the last time she’d had it cut and failed—long
hair was cheaper than short hair

‘She was a mess, repellent to any man—let alone a man
50 blessed with gorgeousness as Rafaello di Viscenti. The
memory of him staring disparagingly at her, his long-lashed
eyes sweeping condemningly over her every unpleasing
feature, made her feel ashamed.

she knew such a feeling was illogical. It was not her
fault she was plain, nor Rafaello’s that he was male beauty
incamate. Nor, she added punishingly, was it his fault that
any woman who caught his eye would have to be a stun-
ning beauty for him to appreciate her.

A dab of fiying foam caught her on the chin, distracting
her. Benji chuckled wickedly. Magda’s frown lightened,
and deliberately she put aside all painful thoughts. Benji
could ot care less what she looked like—all he wanted
was her love. And that—she smiled down lovingly at him,
and paddled more foam in his direction—he had for ever
and ever.

Afterwards—bathroom tidied and Benji changed into a
clean nappy and his second-hand pyjamas—she sat him in
the middle of the bed. propped up against the pillows with
his scruffy but adored ittle teddy bear, and settled down to
read his favourite bedtime picture book. He was tired to-
night, and would soon be asleep, she could sce. When he
was she would sneak down to the kitchen and beg a sand-
‘wich for her own supper—with puests in the house she did

Maria and Giuseppe. And she
y in her bedroom, out
sight of any of Rafaello’s family—and especially
Rafaello
anted, 100, she knew.

aunt’s lecture, and
e his side of things as
well—unlike his father—even though she told him roundly
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that the pair of them deserved everything they handed out
1o each other.

“You are impossible, the pair of you'” she finished. Then
taking another breath, she said, *Very well, now that I have
made that plain to you, you had best go and fetch this bride

yours.”

Rafaello stalled in the act of lifting his beer glass to his
mouth. He'd been nursing it all the way through the lecture
and he was now in need of its reviving contents. He stared
at his aunt

“Well, there is no point hiding her any longer. I might
as well see for myself.” his aunt told him,

he is in her room,” Rafaello said stiffy.

“Well, go and fetch her. She can't stay up there all night.”

Rafaello set down his glass with a distinct click. She is
looking after her child,” he said remotely

His aunt waved her hand in an Italian fashion. ‘One of
the maids can sit with the infant. You had better go and
see if she is ready to come down to dine yet. You know

our father cannot abide tard;

Rafaello’s jaw tightened.

not quite understand,
Tia—' he began, but his aunt cut him |
“What T understand, Rafaello,” sh
definite snap in her voice, ‘is that you de\ened the poor
ent you brought her here. Harin

. simply because you are obsessed with that
wretched company. But I tell you this: however pressing
our business affairs—however eager you are o take over
from Enrico—you do nor abandon your bride in your own
. It is insupportable. And I do not care how much of
a marriage of convenience it is to you, or how much of a
misalliance. There are decencies to be observed and this is
e of them. Whoever the girl is, however utterly unsuit-
able she is to be Signora di Viscenti, you have married her
and that is that. She is your wife."
Rafaello lips pressed together. This was not something
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he had anticipated at all! He stood up abruptly, looking
down into his aunt’s militant expression.

‘Very well,” he said bitingly, and then suddenly found
himself continuing, *But I must ask you t0...to go easy on
her.’

Tt was that stab of discomfort again, pricking at him. His
aunt was 2 formidable woman—she would make mince-
meat of that hapless creature upstairs in her bedroom. And
suddenly he found that the thought of the girl ripped to
shreds by his aunt’s sharp tongue was painful.

But as he spoke he found his aunt was looking at him

th 2 strange light in her eye. As if he had surprised her.

I shall take into account her...unfortunate circum-
stances,” she answered dryly. ‘Despite my brother's hist
onics a5 to her morals and background, from what Maria
tells me—yes I have had a talk with her as well, and very
enlightening it was, tool—the girl is nothing more than 2
misfortunate single mother, of which a large number
abound these days. She certainly seems to have convinced
Maria she is nothing worse, and that s no easy task. I admit
T am curious to see her for myself. Well, be off with ya

and fetch your wife.”

His wife. AS Rafaello strode away at his aunt's imperious
bidding. the words tolled in his brain. This was not

be happening. The girl was not supposed o in-

life in this way—simply marrying her had

been intrusion enough. And now here was his aunt, de-
manding that he fetch her as if she were his wife for real

But she is your wife—you married her

But I didn’t intend to get landed with her, he thought
balefully s he took the stairs two at a time. He reached
the door of her bedroom and rapped sharply

Magda started. She’d been half dozing, watching the
ish moths fly in through the open window and head, un-
erringly and fatally, towards the bedside lamp she’d set

Find

—-ox

T
IS sond

[n'9, . 20100822





[image: image38.png]% Adobe Digital Editions

Jstart

READING

74 THE ITALIAN'S TOKEN W

carefully down on the floor so it gave enough light for her
1o read by but did not shine in Benji's eyes as he slept
beside her. As she watched. trying ineffectually to shoo
them away from the lethal lure, she felt a frightening sym-
pathy with them. Rafaello di Viscenti was like that
beauiful, irresistible, and quite deadly. She could so easily
let herself be like one of the moths

‘The rap came a a nervous glance at
Benji lest he wake, she scrambled off the bed and went to
pen the door.

Her jaw fell open.

Rafaello was standing there, looking breathtakingly at-
tractive in charcoal trousers and a dark blue shirt whose
pen collar in no way made him look casual but instead
gave him an air of Latin cool that made her breath catch
helplessly in her throat.

May T come in

‘woman’s fantasy

Belatedly she summ
gulped. “Not at all”

He nodded. The diffused light from the lamp on the floor
tumed his hair to sable and threw the planes of his face
into edged relief. She felt her breath catch all over again.

“Dinner will be served shortly. Can you be ready in
time

She stared gormlessly

“One of the maids is coming to it with the ch— he
caught himself, and amended his words. “To sit with Benji
She will fetch you i he wakes.

“He usually sleeps through until after midnight,” Magda
said faintly, scarcely taking in what he had just said. “Then
he wakes, usually.” Except that last night, and the night
before, Benji had slept soundly all night—exhausted, she
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fancied, after al the exertions and new experiences,
as the silence of the Tuscan countryside. It had given her
the first good sleep she'd had since hed been born, and it
had done her good, she knew. She was feeling far more
rested than she usually did. Of course, she thought wryly,
she was also living a life of total leisure at the moment
‘That helped as well

“Good.” Rafaello was speaking again, and she forced her-
self to listen. “Then I wil leave you to change. Please be
as quick as you can.”

His gaze flitted over her sagey T-shirt disparagingly.

She acknowledged him faintly and, nodding briefly, he
took s leave.

Downstairs, he joined his aunt and uncle in the drawing
room, to be greeted by the news from a poker-faced
Giuseppe that his father had declared he was too ill to eat
and retired to his bedroom. Rafaello’s mouth tightened, but
he said nothing about his father’s obvious refusal to sit at

s his \m'\.mled daughter-in.

“Impossble man® exclaimed his aunt. ° just hope this
bride of yours has 1 thick skin, Rafaello.”

Her nephew’s face shuttered. The familiar stab came
again. A thick skin? She had needed that from the moment

he had looked her over and decided she was the perfect
vehicle of his revenge

“The sound of the door opening made him turn suddenly
As if his thoughts had summoned her, she was there, stand-
ing uncertainly in the doorw:

She looked like a mouse, he found himself thinking. She
was wearing that atrocity of  frock, the same one she had
married him in, with ts hem hanging unevenly around her
calves, no waist and a most unflattering sagging neckline,
and her hair was tightly brushed back and knotted punis
ingly on the back of her head. The best that could be said
about her was that she looked neat and clean-scrubbed.
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“Good evening," she said in a strangled voice that was
scarcely audible.

For a moment the tableau held, and then, as he saw the
colour—what there was of it—start to drain out of her face,
Rafaello stepped forward and went up to her
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CHAPTER FIVE

‘Con and meet my aunt and uncle.”

He took her elbow and drew her forward. She was as
tense as a board under his touch, and she almost stumbled
as she walked into the room until he let her go. Even then.
as he stood by her side, he could see she was Stff as wood.

“Tia_Elizavetta—this is Magda. Magda—my aunt
Elizavetta Calvi. And this is my uncle, il professore
Bernardo Calvi.”

Magda felt her breath solidify in her lungs. Shock rippled
through her. Rafaello di Viscenti had called her by her
name;

Up till now it had been pointedly—painfully—obvious
that he never addressed her by name, simply spoke directly
10 her. And this evening—her eyes widened in realisation—
he had called Benji by his name as well! She could hardly
believe it

Nor could she believe that he was actually introducing
her to his aunt and uncle. When she had walked in and
seen them present she had steeled herself for another ex-
plosion like the one that had greeted her first presentation
1o Rafaello’s family. But now, instead, the elegant woman
in her discreetly stylish clothes who was his aunt was
merely looking her over with gimlet eyes. She stood still,
letting the woman inspect her. True, the woman’s mouth
had tightened as she perused her, but she hadn’t gone ap-
oplectic. Then, suddenly, the woman smiled at her. Not a
huge smile, nor a very warm one, but a civil, social smile,
and a smile for all ihat. She received a smile from the
woman’s husband as well, the professor, this time more
warm if a litle vague.

7
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“Unfortunately.” Rafaello was saying in a remote voice.
‘my father finds himself indisposed tonight. I hope you will
excuse him."

Magda bit her lip. It was perfectly obvious that
Rafaello’s father was avoiding her as if she had the plague.
Well, she thought thinly, from his point of view I do. I'm
hardly his ideal daughter-in-law. Oh, why on earth hadn’t
Rafaello realised that he should have chosen a woman from

s own world if he'd wanted to avoid marrying his cousin?
Instead he'd just rashly married the first woman he'd
seen—she could recall that posh blonde’s words with pun-

hing clarity—and now look at the mess he was in. He
should have thought a bit more about what his father's re-
action was going t0 be to a wife who worked as a cleaner.
And had a baby with her to boot. Didn't Rafaello care that
that only made things worse?

Her chin lifted. Well, that was between Rafacllo and his
father. For herself, she couldn't care less if she earned her
living cleaning the homes of rich people—or if Benji had
no father. Benji was her life, Kaz's most precious gift to
her—a final gift

Giuseppe was clearing his throat and informing them that
dinner was ready to be served. Rafaello moved closer to
her and took her elbow once more. She tensed all over
again. She knew it was nothing but show, but she wished
he would stand about half a kilometre away from her. Then
she forced herself to untense. She might as well be a bl
of wood as living flesh. She had not missed his disparaging
ook at her appearance, however swiftly it had been veiled.

Soon they were in the dining room, and Magda’s eyes
were shooting around the silk-hung room with its antique
fumiture. She was grateful to sit down at the gleamingly

ed table.

Giuseppe and a pair of maids busied themselves serving
the first course—delicate folds of Parma ham with sliced
fresh pears, accompanied by a delicately flavoured white
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‘wine. Magda waited until the others had started cating, and
then reached for whatever implements they had selected.
As she took the first mouthful she paused. savouring the
tich saltiness of the ham combined with the fresh nuttiness
the fruit
“Is it to your taste?’ Rafaello’s aunt asked. Her English,
though accented, was as impeccable as her nephew’s.
s Magda found herself answering sponta-

d benignly. “The pears are imported,
alas, of which I do not approve—I, like most Halians, prefer
10 eat the fruits that are in season, and it is too early still
for pears. But the ham is excellent. It is Parma ham—from
a city perhaps better known in England for its cheese—

as clearly going out of her way to make her feel
comfortable, Magda realised. The kindness was appreci-
ated, even if the explanation had been unnecessary. Parma
ham was a familiar, if expensive item in British supermar-
Kets these days, though doubtless quite inferior to what she
was eating now

“But there are many Tuscan specialties you will enjoy
as well, 1 am sure,” Signora Calyi sailed on, placing an
emphasis on Tuscan. *Tuscany is famed for its simple cui-
sine, for dishes such as bistecca alla fiorentina, which is
steak charred on coals, as well as duck and boar.”

Her husband held up a hand 2s he drank some of his
‘wine. *Do not be so harsh on poor Parma, my dear—after
all, it shares a link with Tuscany, does it not

1t was the first time Magda had heard Rafaello’s uncle
speak, apart from his quiet greeting to her, and he, like the
rest of the family, spoke fluent English. His voice was a
litle dry, but good-humoured all the same. He planced at
her now, his face expectant, as though she were one of his
students he was quizzing.

“This is Magda’s first visit to Italy, Bernardo, she s un-
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likely to know your reference—' Rafacllo’s interjection
was swift

“The Duchess of Parma.” Magda spoke almost simulta
neously as she remembered what her guidebook had told
her. “Marie-Louise, the Duchess of Parma and Napoleon’s

idow, was also the Duchess of Lucca.”

‘Very good.” Professor Calvi beamed approvingly. “You
must be sure to visit Lucca very soon—it is a jewel of
Tuscany.”

“I've read a little about it in the book I brought with me,”
Magda replied. ‘It is famous for its walls, I believe?"

“Yes, indeed. They were built at the end of the fifteenth
century to repel the Spanish. Lucca succeeded in retaining

independence, and at one point was the only independent

c polity in Italy other than Venice—until Napoleon be-
stowed Lu . Elisa, whom he also made
Duchess of Tuscany.”

Magda frowned uncertainly. “Was she th
Queen of Naples

“No. that was Caroline, wife of his general, Murat. They
of course, replaced the deposed Bourbon monarchs of
Naples, whose queen, also Caroline, has a rather romantic
link with England.’

He paused again, clearly awaiting her answer. Magda
cast about for the reference.

he was friends with Lady Hamilton!” she remembered.
That's where Emma Hamilton met Lord Nelson—in
Naples

“Very good!’ The approving beam came again.

“My husband is a historian, as you must already suspect,
his wife interjected dryly, having subjected Magda to a
highly ng and, she surmised, surprised look
‘Berardo.” She turned to her husband. *You must not be
a bore.”

Magda smiled diffidently. “History can never be bor-

ter who was
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ing—especially not in a country like Italy—there is just so
much.’

‘She had said the right thing by the professor.

“And here in Tuscany is the richest history—even the
name Tuscany hints at the earliest great Ialian ci

“The Etruscans?” ventured Magda.

“The Etruscans,’ confirmed the professor, and he was
away, expansively expounding on the mysteri
Roman civilisation that had dominated the regio
fore Rome was mighty.

Magda was fascinated. All she knew came out of books
but here, across the table from her, was a native and an
expert. She sat and listened, quite rapt, as Rafaello’s uncle
explained about the major Etruscan sites, their mysterious
origins, strange religion and even stranger language that
still remained undeciphered.

“I have always approved of the Etruscans,” put in his wife
at one point. “Their women were astonishingly liberated—
they ate with the men and owned property, and were quite
outspoken.”

Magda hid her smile. She could quite sce why the for-
midable Signora Calvi should approve of such a state of
affairs. She found she had glanced towards the head of the
table, 1o see if Rafaello found his aunt’s comment am:
ingly revealing, but when she looked at his face she stilled.

He was staring at her—simply staring at her—as if she'd
sprouted extra arms and heads. She blinked, puzzled. Had
she done something wrong? She looked away again, feeling
her heart beating faster than it should. Was she behaving
inappropriately? Was that it? Shouldn’t she be putting her-
self forward and joining in the conversation, asking his un-
cle questions or presuming to answer them?

“Then, across the table, she heard the professor say to
Rafaello, “Your wife will keep you busy for quite some
time, my boy—you must take her on a tour. She has ev-
erything to see.”

ong be-
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She bit her lip again. The last thing Ra
ed with taking her sightseeing
. she put in hurriedly, ‘that would not be pos-
sible—my little boy
“I am sure your son will be quite content to be looked
after by Maria and myself,” Signora Calvi replied calmly
“This is ideal weather for touring.”
Oh, o, said Magda, disconcerted. ‘Please—eally— I
ouldn't leave Benji.
“It will be good for him to develop the ability to be happy
ithout your constant attendance.” pronounced Rafaello’s
aunt. *You need have no anxiety about leaving him with
us. Maria s extremely experienced with children, and she
tells me he is a very good, well-brought up child, well
advanced for his age. He is a credit to you, she tells me."
She gave her benign smile, and Magda felt her colour
rise. Her throat went tight. She stared down at her plate
her hand.

1d want

Suddenly she felt a light touch
“It has been hard for you, I think, no?” said Rafaello’s

aunt quietly. *People will often make harsh judgements.’
She threw a deliberate look at Rafaello, who tightened

is mouth. Then, with a deliberate change of subject, she
said, ‘Ring for Giuseppe, Rafaello. He may serve the next
course.”

‘The remainder of the meal passed with relative ease. The
professor, having discovered an eager listener in_his
nephew’s bride, required very little prompting to continue
his discourse, which ranged extensively over the history of
‘Tuscany and that of Italy 2 a whole. Apart from a nagging
worry over whether Benji was all right—even though she
knew perfectly well that the smiling maid Gina was ba
bysitting him—Magda found herself fecling less and less
uncomfortable. It helped, too, that Rafaello said almost

ing. and that both his aunt and uncle seemed quite
happy 1o let him remain as silent as he did
1t was not until Signora Calvi informed Giuseppe that
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they would take coffee in the drawing room, and they got
up from the table, that Rafaello was able to ask the question
that had been infriating him all evening.

A they stood back to let the professor and his wife leave
the dining room, Magda felt her arm gripped.

“Perhaps you would like 1o tell me why,’ demanded
Rafaello, with a grim note in his voice that made her feel
alarmed, “given that you are quite evidently an educated
‘woman, you earn your living in such a menial occupation.”

Magda stared up at him. He was too close to her again
but this time that was not the sole reason for her startled
reaction.

“Educated? she echoed.

“You have an excellent knowledge ry, for a start’
elucidated Rafzello bitingly. *And you are obviously intel-
ligent. So why do you work as a cleaner?”

Her face cleared. She was able to answer his questio
1 have no qualifications—I've always loved reading, but
that's all. School was...difficult.” No need to bore him with
the difficulty of being a child from a care home at a school
‘where that was a cause for derision and mockery by more
fortunate pupils. *Although I did manage to get some
GCSEs—they're the basic school leaving exams—I wasn't
able to study any further.”

No need to tell him that that was the period when Kaz
had first been diagnosed. ‘But one of the things I would
like to do, and you have made it possible—' she swallowed
—is to pursue further studies so that when Benji starts
school 1 may be able to get some qualifications and get a
better job eventually. 1 wouldn’t work full time, of course,
just during hours. So 1 am always there for him."

Rafaello.” His aunt's voice came imperiously. *Allow
the poor child to have her coffee.”

Her arm was released and she was ushered with polite

rtesy through to the drawing room.

‘Come and sit beside me,’ commanded Elizavetta Calvi
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having cast a shrewd look at her nephew and his wife, and
she patted a space on the exquisite silk-upholstered sofa.
‘Rafaello—Bernardo would like 2 cigar, but he is not to
smoke in here. Be off with you both to the terrace, if you
please.”

Subtlety clearly wasn’t her strong point, thought Magda,
and once again caught herself glancing at Rafacllo. This
time he met her eye, and for the barest second only amus
ment glimmered in them. And something else, t00. A ques-
tion. His aunt caught i, too.

“Magda will be perfectly safe.” she said
need tell me nothing she does not wish to."

Personally, Magda had severe doubts about that, but the
time she had spent over dinner had convinced her that

erbearing and autocratic as Elizavetta Calvi was, she was
fundamentally well-meaning. There was no hostility di-
rected at her.

And so it proved. Over two cups of coffee Rafaello’s
aunt proceeded to il her comprehensively about her lfe,

her job, her child and her reasons for marrying Rafacllo di
Viscenti. Only on one aspect did she hold back, to Magda’s
surprise—Benji’s parentag
ch things happen,” she said bluntly. “They always
have and they always will. But I tell you, frankly T admire
courage in deciding to keep your child—it would have
been so easy to have given him away."
iever! The word leapt in Magda’s throat, filling her with
horror. More hortor came on its heels—the knowledge that
her own unknown birth mother had not even bothered to
try and give her away. Simply left her to die in an alleyway
But she had survived, and with Benji would go on doing
‘Through the French windows she saw the silhouette of
the man she had married for a hundred thousand pounds
Something kicked inside her, hard and painful. She looked
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away. No. That was pointless. Immature fantasy. Stupid
and pathetic. He was not for her. Not even in her dreams.

She was awakened next morning by a maid bringing in a
tray of coffee.

“Buon giorno, signora,” the girl said smilingly, co
talian over Benji. He was still asleep, and M:
dered at that as she sipped her fragrant coffee, looking out
through the window to the tops of the cypress trees beyond.
all bathed in morning sunlight.

She felt a wave of wellbeing go through her. All my life
Tll remember this, she thought—how beautiful this place
s. She felt sadness pricking at her that her time here was
10 be 50 short, before telling herself sternly that she was
fortunate beyond belief to be here at all,

Her mind went back to the evening before, filling her
with strange emotions. Rafaello’s aunt and uncle had been
50 nice to her—and Rafaello had been so polite and civil,
too! Signora Calvi hadn’t even seemed to mind that she
had married her nephew for money.

“Of course it is wrong," she had said, in that unarguable
fashion of hers, “but it is quite understandable. 1 do not
blame you, child.’

Magda frowned. Did that mean she blamed her nephew?

Heaviness filled her. Although she had walked into this
minefield unwittingly, it was a still a horrible position to
be in—everyone wishing you were a million miles away

Benji’s waking was 2 welcome diversion. He always
woke in a playful, affectionate mood which could melt her
even on days when she was half-dead with tiredness, let
alone now, when her days were easy and her nights undis-
turbed.

Later, with both of them dressed, she picked up the cof-
flee tray carefully with one hand, took Benji’s small fingers

th the other and set off for the kitchen and breakfast. But
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as she closed the bedroom door behind her she heard foot-
steps coming along from the far end of the wide landing.

Rafaello’s father was walking towards her. When he saw
her, he stopped dead. Magda froze. Although she’d scen
him only briefly that hideous afternoon three days ago, she
knew it was Enrico di Viscenti immediately. He w
to0 much like Rafaello some thirty-odd years on.

His face hardened. Magda didn’t know what to do.

d morming? Say nothing? Go back into her bed:

Benji, sensing the atmosphere, wrapped his arms around
her leg as she stood there, coffee tray in her hand, not
having a clue what to do.

" said Enrico di Vi
still here.”

Magda said nothing. She didn’t know what to say

“Do you imagine you will make yourself a home here?”
Enrico threw at her in that same harsh voice. ‘Do you im

2 great lady now—you and your hastardo
ay through her body

Rafaello’s father took a menacing step towards her. His
dark eyes bored into hers, filled with fury and disgust

“Then know this! My benighted son chose you to insult
me. He threw it in my face that he defied my wishes so
much he deliberately brought home a bride who is the low

u because you are the worst

slums of London, cleaning toilets for a living. He chose
to disgust me.”
She thought she would faint. She could hear the blood

drumming in her ears. Around her leg, Benji buried his face
in the worn material of her cotton trousers and whimpered.
He could not understand the words—but he could under-
stand the anger, the raw hatred that came through. The con-
tempt.

Her vision blurred. Rafacllo’s father strode past her, and
she heard him descend the marble stairs to the hall below.
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She felt the tray shaking in her hands and knew that if
she did not put it down it would fall from her nerveless
fingers and crash to the ground. But she couldn’t stop her
hands shaking.

‘Then, suddenly, the tray was taken from her.

“In here.

She felt herself propelled back through the bedroom
door—open again somehow—felt Benji lifted away, heard
his protest, and then she was sitting on the bed, Benji in
her arms. She just sat there clutching him, clutching him,
not seeing anything, not fecling anything, just hunched
there, holding Benji, who was whimpering in her arms.

‘Someone was standing in front of her. Tall and dark,
blocking out the light. She knew who it was. Rafaello di
Viscenti. Who had chosen her for his bride not because she
was convenient and malleable but because she would dis-
pust his father. She was the “lo the low'—his
ther’s hideous words rang like blows in her head—the per-
fect insult to throw in his father's face.

His voice came low

she went on clutching Benji to her and staring blindly
down at the carpet, trying not to think, not to feel

‘You must not—must not believe what my father said.
It is me he is angry with.” The words grated from him.

Her hand curved round Benji's head, his hair satin-
smooth. She could say nothing.

Rafaello watched the gesture. He wanted to find the
‘words but he couldn't. There were none to find. His father
had said them all. But he had to try, all the same.

“Magda, I—

Her head lifted and her eyes met i
quite blank.

“You don't have to say anything. Its quite unnecessary.”
If her voice had a crack in it, she ignored it. Refused to
acknowledge it. She would not feel anything; she would

Hers were quite,
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she stood up, settling Benji on to her hip. Another
half-cracked breath seared from her. *Please tell me where
1 should go for breakfast this morning—or would you pre-
fer that I stayed here in my room?” Her voice was con-
trolled, but it was thin—thin like wire pulled so taut it must
surely break any instant.

Rafaello’s mouth thinned

“In summer the family ha

ome—

He held out his hand to her. She ignored it, and walked
1o the door instead. Rafaello was there before her, opening
it and letting her go through with a courtesy he would have
afforded a duchess. Instead, she thought, with the peculiar
blankness that seemed to have closed down over her, he’s
wasting it on me.

He chose you for that very reason, deliberately and cal-
culatedly, to knowingly insult his father by his choice of
bride. He'd known exactly how his father would react all
along—he hadn’t been thoughtless at all. He'd been cold-
bloodedly set on using her to insult his father

Family breakfast on the terrace was the very last thing
that she wanted to endure, but the blankness would make
it bearable after all. When she walked out with Rafaello
she saw that his aunt and uncle were already there, as was

s father

Seeing Magda, the professor got to his feet and bade her

vod morning. She barely managed a nod in reply. With a
scrape of iron on stone, Rafaello’s father got to his feet,
t00. He picked up his full cup of coffee.

I shall be in the library. T have matters to attend to.”

He walked away, making it obvious he refused to share
her company.

The lowest of the low

“The words hit her again, and again.

Magda sat down, not where Rafaello was holding a chair
for her, but at the farthest end of the table. She wanted to

breakfast on the terrace.
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die, to sink through the floor. Her heart was in a vice,
crushed with 2 pain she would not acknowledge.

“So." said Elizavetta Calvi, her voice a litte 100 loud, a
litle too determined, this is your lttle boy. And you said
his name is—?"

“Benji,” said Rafaello, sitting dow
flicking open his napkin. His voice w:
wondered why. Maybe it was the effort of
therless child his name.

She busied herself settling Benji on her lap, not meeting
anyone’s eyes, and one of the maids came out, bringing
some warmed milk in Benji's feeding mug, which he
eripped with delight and proceeded to imbibe gustily. For
herself, she had no appelite. She seemed to be very far
away, sitting behind a sort of glass wall that separated her
from the others at the table, even when they spoke 10 her
and she made brief, low-voiced, withdrawn replies. There
‘was none of the drawing out or stimulating conversation of
the night before.

“You are tired,’ observed Rafacllo’s aunt, in a manner
that was more a statement than a question.

Magda nodded in docile agreement, not meeting her
eyes, feeding Benji a soft roll. Everyone was still very far
away—especially Rafaello. He seemed to be light years
away from her.

But he was watching her, she could see. His face was
unreadable, and there was something shuttered about his
eyes. Presumably, she thought, with that same remote, dis-
tant feeling that seemed to be pervading her whole brain,
he is thinking how low and common I look, polluting his
ancestral home. Wishing he could just dump me out with
the trash

Why did it hurt so much that Rafaello di Viscent, a
complete stranger to her in every meaningful definition of
the word, should have deliberately and calculatedly used
her to insult his father? Why did it hurt so much that he
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wanted her 1o be the lowest of the low, that he wanted to
throw her in his father's teeth precisely because she was
plain and common, a feckless single mother from the slums

London who cleaned toilets for a living?

She knew, with her head, that none of his litany of
cusations was her fault, that she had nothing, nothing to be
ashamed of. Someone had to clean toilets—and everything
else. Someone had to keep the rich and pampered clean and

bmfortable. Those who did it were not shameful. To look

n on someone because they Were poor—that was
shameful.

But she could tell herself that all she liked—somewhere,
deep inside it just hurt that Rafaello di Viscenti had looked
her over and catalogued every fact and factor about her that
might disgrace_his rich, well-bred, cultured, respectable
family....and relished finding them so he could throw them
in his father’s face.

A scraping of chairs roused her from her painful reverie.
Signora Calvi was speaking to her—Magda herself
to listen.

“My dear, let Benji
tells me one of her great-nieces has brought along some
playthings her own children have outgrown. 1 believe there

a tricycle, and some toys that I am sure your litle boy

e with me for a while. Maria

ill adore. No, do not disturb yourself—he will come with
me very happily, I have no doubt.”

she lifted Benji off Magda’s lap and stood him on the
termace.

“Vene." She smiled down at the infant
some new toys.’

“Toys' was a word Benji was pretty clued up on, and he
toddled off happily. Signora Calvi holding one tiny hand
her husband the other. Magda watched the litle procession
make its way along the terrace and disappear around the

orner of the house. She still felt dull, and numbed, and
very far away inside.

ome and see
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Rafaello watched her watching them. She seemed very
small, very young sitting there, far to o have re-
sponsibility for a child.

Far oo young to have to bear the cruel accusations his
father had thrown at her.

His hands clenched on his thighs. Dio, she was hurt; it
‘was obvious. There was 2 bleak. wounded look in her eyes
‘which made him feel terrible. She'd withdrawn inside her-
self, shut herself away—and he couldn’t blame her for that.

“The feeling of discomfort he'd come to be familiar with
around her sharpened acutely. Sharpened into guilt. He
found himself wishing, with all his might, that he could
undo the ugly scene that had pl
bedroom door, that he could have stopped his father th
ing those harsh, unpalatable insults in her face.

But Rafaello blamed himself, too. He had deliberately
presented her to his father that first afternoon with a furious,
sarcastic flourish, delineating every single unappealing, un-
flattering, unsavoury aspect of the woman he'd just married
in order to ram home the message to his machinating father:
You force my hand, force me to marry—well, look
at the bride I've brought back with me.

Oh, he'd never intended the girl to find_out—she
‘wouldn't have understood what he’d shouted at his father—
and yet, all the same, he had used her quite deliberately,
used her wretched appearance and circumstances for his

n ends

Guilt flushed through him. A rare, unpleasant feeling.

And something than guilt, Something that had
started to spark in him all though that painful breakfast as
he had sat there, watching her, watching her closed
the wounded look in her eyes.

Anger

An emotion very familiar to him over these last months
as his father had sought to reel him in, tighter and tighter,
into Lucia’s grasping clutches. He'd lived with anger, day
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in, day out, untl it had soaked all the way through him
obliterating everything else except his absolute, total deter-
mination not to fet his father play with his life as if it were
atoy. Yes, anger was a familiar feeling.

But this time there was something different about it. This
time it was directed at himself.

‘With an abrupt movement he got to his feet

“Come.

Magda’s eyes snapped away from where Benji and the
Calvis had just disappeared. Rafacllo was standing there,
looking tall and commanding. Haltingly sh up, dust-
ing breadcrumbs from her trousers. As she looked up she
saw Rafaello studying them disdainfully

Yes, she thought silently, they are cheap, and unflatter-
ing, and hopelessly unfashionable. T do not wear them from
choice, but necessity. If  had your money I would not wear

my head in disgrace for my lack
-ause 1 do not know who my parents were!

announced Rafaello in a tight voice, ‘we are
driving to Lucca.”

Magda’s eyes widened. She had not in the slightest ex-
pected this. Then she realised that it must be something to

th dinner last night, when the professor had talked
and his wife had urged her nephew to take h

bride touring.

It is quite unnecessary, she said. Her voice was low
and blank

“You will" replied Rafaello,
of that”

She sensed anger in him beneath the clipped words. She

ould not be surprised. His aunt had chivvied him, in her
imperious fashion, to take her sightseeing, and it was ob-
vious he would not be too thrilled at the prospect of not

allow me to be the judge
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ly wasting a good day but wasting it in the company of
a woman he had chosen for being the lowest of the lo

I can't leave Benji,” she said. She couldn’t meet his
eyes, she found. Hers were focussing somewhere just be-
Tow, where the smooth strong column of his throat fose out

the open-necked top of his polo shirt. She found that
was not a good place to focus and shifted her paze a lttle
lower. But that meant her gaze was now eyeballing the
broad expanse of his pectoral muscles, straining at the knit-
ted fabric of the polo shirt, descending to the narrow lea
ness of his abdomen.

She flicked her paze so that it was staring harmlessly

1 his shoulder instead. at a distant cypress tree edging
the gardens.

“Benji will be fine,’ Rafaello said, with the dismissive-
ness of a childless man for the neurotic anxieties of a
mother. *Between Maria and my aunt he will do very well,
be assured—they are both very taken with him. He glanced
at his watch—a thin, expensive-looking circlet of gold on
his strong wrist. I should like to set off in half an hour.
Please be ready.”

He nodded at her and was gone, striding off indoors.

she sighed. What should she do? Dig her heels in and
refuse to go with him? She certainly wanted to. The very
thought of having to spend any time at all with him was
anathema, let alone being dutifully carted around sights
ing by 2 man who wished her to perdition. What on earth
was he doing this for? Surely he could have come up with
some excuse about pressing matters of work to distract his
aunt from her evident determination to pack them off to-
gether? And it didn't matter what he said—she did not like
10 leave Benji. She’d never spent any time away from him
at all—ever

Yet when she went off in search of him she found that
he was not missing her at all. Maria and Rafacllo’s aunt
were making a huge fuss of him, and he had an exciting
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push-along trike to ride. The housekeeper hurried over
1o her

“Go." she instructed her. “The little one will be very
happy. He does not notice you are not here. If he sees you
he will want you. So go now. Yes, yes, if he is unhappy

ithout you I shall phone Signor Rafaello on his mobile
phone, and he will return you at once. He has promised
me. But we shall take care of the boy as if he were ours
And 1 have cared for many, many children—go, g0 now.”
She shooed Magda away and returned eagerly to Beni
Volubly admiring his prowess on his vehicle.

Reluctantly she turned and left. She kne as
sensible for Benji to start being happy away from her, for
when she returned to England and bought a proper place
of her own to live it would be time to start introducing
Benji to playgroups and nursery school.

But it still pulled at her terribly as she went up to her

room 1o tidy herself and change into something very
slightly less shabby. She had a cotton skirt with her, khaki-
coloured, which aithough it hung on her hips was at least
a skirt. She put on a white cotton short-sleeved blouse with

it, slipped an olive-green jumper into her capacious bag that
seemed strangely empty without its usual complement of
baby stuff, and then went downstairs again. She ached to

ind check on Benji again, but knew it would be counter-
productive.

She stood in the hall, wondering what to do, hoping that
‘whatever happened she would not meet Rafaello’s father.
But with any luck he was in that room with closed double

he could hear opera wafting out of it. Verdi, by
the sound of things. Though she owned no hi-f, she had
scraped enough money to buy a small portable cassette
player and radio, and usually spent the evenings once Benji
was asleep reading and listening to the wealth of current
affairs, arts and science programmes available, as well as
her favourite classical music stations.
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Rapid footsteps on the stairs made her turn. Rafzello was
descending—looking, she thought s her breath caught in
her lungs, like some Roman god coming down to earth, all
lithe power and grace in dark, immaculately cut chinos and
his pale, open-necked polo shirt. A silk-lined jacket was
hooked over his shoulder with his finger, and from the other
hand dangled a pair of sunglasses. She stood, battered bag
held in front of her with both hands, awaiting his bidding
and trying to stop thinking that he was the most beautiful
male object in the

“You are ready?
the way it usually
her.

He headed for the front door, and reluctantly she went
after him. Outside, the sun dazzled her, and she blinked
following his crunching footsteps over the gravel as he
headed around to the back of the villa.

“Wait, he instructed her, as they arrived at what was
evidently a row of garages. Dutifully she did so, and he
headed inside one of them. A moment later a loud, throaty

* His tone was brisk, impersonal,
as when he was required o address

f an open-topped car emerged slowly, gleam-
et and bearing the easily recognisable insignia that
arked it 25 a top-of-the-range sports car.

Rafaello nosed it round to postion it beside Magda. Then
he leaned across and opened the door.

“Get in—

She did, very trepidatiously, and seemed to sink almost
right down to the ground. Just as she was getting her bear-
ings he leant across her, reaching for the seat belt

She froze. He'd never been this physically close to her,
and it was unnerving. She shrank back into the deep bucket
leather seat, and tried not to feel that at any moment her
breasts would brush his arm. Then, just as swiftly, he was
‘gone again, sitting back in the driver's seat. He slipped his
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dark glasses over his eyes, put the car into gear, and roared
off.

Magda hung on for dear life, as if she were on a roller-
coaster, as they headed down fowards the autostrada run-
ning along the valley of the River Arno.

She stared ahead, and around, as the Tuscan landscape
shot by her, blurred by speed, and glanced at Rafacllo’s
hands on the steering wheel. They curved around it, tensile
and expert, tilting and twisting just enough to manoeuvre
the awesomely powerful car just the way he wanted i
dropping one hand repeatedly to the pearstick to change
gears relentlessly up and down as the journey required.

He seemed, Magda thought, to be working something out
of his system.

Ve scEemE®n
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CHAPTER SIX

T walls of Lucea were as spectacular as her guidebook
had promised. girdling the ancient city and topped with
plane trees to make, she could see, an elevated walkway

But the walls were not Rafaello’s destination, nor the
medieval cathedral of San Martino, nor any of the city’s
host of churches within the ancient centro storico, nor the
art museum, nor the Puccini museum which commemorated
one of Lucca’s most famous sons. Instead, Magda found
herself being walked up to a narrow building with an ele-
ant frontage, in one of the lanes that led off the fashion-
able Via Fillungo. She had been going along in a daze, her
neck craning crazily as she took in all around her. Wherever
she looked were the wonders of an ancient Tuscan city,
drenched in history: the palazzos and the churches, the
fiés and the restaurants, and she soaked up the architectural
elory that was Ialy.

“Come,” said Rafaello, and ushered her inside the door-
way

A brightly lit reception desk faced her, staffed by a
chicly-dressed woman in her twenties. She looked up from
an appointments book as they entered, and her face it up.

“Rafzello.” She launched into voluble Italian, coming
around from behind her desk and lavishing kisses on both
his checks, openly hugging him. He said something to her
with a laugh, clearly at ease with her. Then he began to
talk.

Magda stood uncomfortably a little way away, aware
from the expression on the woman’s face, and the little
glances she threw at her from time to time a5 she heard
Rafaello out, interjecting a few questions of her own, that
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ject of their conversation. She clutched her

ardly and felt the colour rising dully in her
cheeks. She was just about to tum away and stare out
through the window on to the narrow street outside when
the woman gave a delighted laugh, clapped her hands, and
tumed to Magda.

“Come, come," she said brightly in English, ‘there is so
much to do, and so litle time. But, oh, the result will be
favoloso’

She beckoned to her smilingly. ‘Rafacllo we send
away—he is quite useless here, and I have no wish for his

inions.” She glanced at him humorously. Vatene!
Vattene! A piu tardi.” She made shooing gestures with her
hands.

Magda finally found her v
ing?

“The woman’s dark eyes sparkled mischievously. ‘A sur-
priser’

Magda looked anx
each other over the

. ‘Please—what is happen-

sly at Rafaello, hands clenching
om strap of her bag. His
unreadable, but abruptly he said something to the woman,
giving an understanding nod. headed out through a
at the rear of the room. He looked at Magda a moment
as she stood there, visibly anxious.

“There is nothing to worry about, he said. His voice
came more tersely than he had intended. “Just place your-
self in Olivia’s hands and you will be fine.’

I don’t understand,” she said stiffy.

He looked down at her a moment longer. Then, s if
finding the words difficult, he said, “If I could undo what
you heard my father say this morning 1 would do so. But
T cannot. AIl T can do," he finished, ‘is disprove it

Her face stilled. 1t was like 2 mask sliding
face—the way it had been when he had taken her ba
her room, the way it had been at breakfast. Giving her a
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wall to hide behind—a wall to shield her from what she
had heard his father tell her.

Only the eyes gave her away. He could see the hurt in
them.

“But you can't disprove it she said quietly, her voice
quite expressionless. ‘Because it is the truth, isn't it? What
your father said? I was..am. .the perfect insult to throw
at him. The total opposite of anything your family could
possibly welcome as a bride. And that's why you married
me. That's exactly why you married me and ot someone
from your own world. To insult your father.”

He made a noise in his throat as though he was going to
speak, but she went on. °I told you it didn’t matter, and it
doesn’t. You are paying me a hundred thousand pounds,
and for that 1 have no business to make a fuss.”

She spoke quite steadily, but all the same there was
something not quite right with her voic

‘Something twisted inside Rafaello like a knife in his put.
“You say its the truth, Magda—but it isn’t. You've already
proved it a lie to me—and to my aunt and uncle, and Maria
and Giuseppe. Now I just want to finish the job."

She stared at him. "What part is a lie? Tell me? That
Benji has no father? That I dress like something left on a
rubbish dump? That I clean toilets for a living? That I am
50 far from being the sort of female who could be your
‘wife that I might as well be a clod of earth underfoot? What
partis a lie”

A nerve started to tick in his cheek. She was looking at
him quite expressionlessly, but he felt emotions surging
inside him. One was anger, that same brand of anger that
had driven him this morning. But there was more than an-
ger.

Guilt. 1t bured him like acid.

He spelt out his repudiation to her. *You are not the first
‘woman to have a child outside marriage. It is no longer the
stigma it once was—even here in Italy. And we have al-
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ready discussed your situation—you obviously have the in-

telligence to be something far more, and one day, when

are fireed from the drudgery of poverty. you shall be.

ins are not your fault, any more than your son’s

are his. And as for your appearance—well, that s about to
be dealt with.”

He tumed his face away from her—he did not want to
see her looking at him, hiding the hurt behind that shuttered
mask she had put over her fa ivia, He spoke in
talian and the woman emerged, an enquiring look on her
face.

It is all explained?” she said in English. ‘Good.” She
smiled at Magda again. ‘Now we begin.”

“Lwill return later,” said Rafaello to Magda, and walked
out

She stared after him helplessly. What should she do?
Should she go after him and tell him...? Tell him what?
“Tell him she'd like to do something else—like go back to
London and never lay eyes on him or his family or his
precious Tuscan villa ever again? Well, she couldn't. She
had signed papers—a contract, a wedding certificate—and
there was nothing whatsoever she could do until Rafacllo
di Viscenti decided it was time to send her back to England

any possibility of the marriage de-
clared fraudulent and invalid and so play right into his fa
ther's hands again.

“Come this way," said Olivia in her bright, smiling voice.
With a dull, numb feeling of resignation, Magda followed
her.

Rafaello sat at the café looking out over the piazza which
had once been a Roman amphitheatre, two thousand years
ago. Apart from making one single purchase, he'd cooled

s heels for well over two hours now. spending the time
moodily striding around the city, wandering in and out of
the countless churches, ignoring, as he always did when he
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‘wasn’t in a receptive mood, the more than frequent
he received from tourist and Italian females alike.

1t had been impulse—impulse and guilt—that had made
him yank that poor scrawny creature out of the villa this
morning and throw her into Olivia's clutches to improve
upon nature somehow—anyhow. But maybe he had not
done the girl any favours by letting Olivia loose on her. He
frowned. Maybe the material Olivia had to work on was

s! Maybe he had only set her up for yet another
humiliation at his hands.

Hadn't he already humiliated her enough?

He gestured for another cup of coffee and picked up his
newspaper again. Perhaps the miseries of the world at large
‘would take his mind off his guilt

‘Some forty minutes later his mobile sounded. Reaching

ide his jacket pocket, he flicked it on.

“Pronto—

“Rafzello?” 1t was Olivia. ‘We're all
you at the restaurant. See you there.’

He made his way to the restaurant where he'd reserved
a table for lunch. Inside, he spotied Olivia immediately. by
the crowded bar arca. She saw him and gave a wave. He
headed towards her, wondering what she'd done with
Magda. Misgiving filled him again—perhaps Olivia had
found it so impossible to make the girl presentable and had
left her behind in the salon while she conveyed the bad
tidings to him.

‘As he approached, a woman seated with her back to him
at the bar caught his eye. There were a good many females
in the place, but this one definitely caught his attention. His
eyes fickered over her. She was sitting very straight, and
very sill. She was wearing a sleeveless shift in dark c
namon raw silk. She was very slender, with a long, elegant
back. Her hair, a delicate, unusual shade of light brown.
skilfully coloured, he realised, with soft amber highlights,
rested in a sleek wave over her shoulders, lightly flicked at

one. We'll meet
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the ends. Interesting, he found himself thinking. Something
different. Intriguing. He tum, so he could see
if she looked as

‘Then, remembering this was hardly the o
assessing the charms of other women, he dragg
back to Olivia. She was watching him approach, his gaze
clearly taken by the woman at the bar. He reached her and
greeted her with the customary Kiss on either cheek.

“Well—how did it go?” he asked in Ialian. Mentally he
prepared himself for the worst. He glanced around, but
there was still no Sign of Magda.

“See for yourself." replied Olivia in a curious voice. If
he hadn’t known better he’d have said that she was trying

burst out laughing. He planced around, still not se
ing the poor dab of a girl he’d thrust at Olivia that mornin
Resolutely he ignored the intriguing woman with her back
to him—he must not eye her up. She would just have to
be one tht got away, that was all.

“Magda— said Olivia, and Rafaello saw her lips twitch-
ing as she watched him nof looking at the woman seated
at the bar. Clearly it amused her that he wanted to study
another woman when his only concern should be what
Olivia had managed to do with the one he’d handed over
10 her more than three hours ago.

Even 50, as he glanced around for Magda, he couldn’t
help noticing from the comer of his eye that the woman at
the bar had chosen that very moment to swivel slowly on
her seat. He couldn't fesist it. He tumed o look at her.

For a moment he just stared, disbelieving. There was
something wrong with his eyes—there had to be. The
‘woman at the bar had Magda’s face.

But it wasn't Magda’s face—it was the face of a stunning
female that was drawing more eyes than his.

“Dio mio," he breathed. ‘Non posso crederici!

Olivia gave a crow of delight, but Rafaello ignored her.
He was still staring, still disbelieving. It was Magda, but it

LA AN o [RCH -~ <L

‘Adobe Digtal Edtions:

T} ocz.doc-Mierosof .. | B CiDocuments and se

101 (102/188)

JULIA JAMES

t was extraordi-
nary. It wasn't just the make-up that Olivia had applied—
skilful though that was—it was more. Her skin was not
sallow and blemished, it was fawless. There was no pale
pastiness but a beautiful, translucent glow about her. Her
eyes were deeper, larger——quite beautiful. Her narrow face
‘was delicate, framed by that fal of gleaming, polished hair,
her cheekbones were sculpted, drawing attention to those
beautiful eyes. And her mouth

He felt a kick in his stomach. Her mouth simply made
him want to slide his hand beneath that fall of hair and
bring his own mouth down.

“You like?

It was Olivia's deliberately arch, openly teasing voice
that brought him back. But only momentarily. His eyes slid
back 1o the woman he hardly recognised, moving from her
face to drink in the rest of her. She was as slender from
the front as the back—not scrawny. Dio, how could he have
thought her scrawny? She was like a willow, pliant and
praceful. The simple, superbly cut line of her shift deline-
ated each breast, not full, but high and softly rounded.

He could not take his eyes off her

And she was staring back at him. Staring with that same
expression of stunned disbelief as his. He wondered why
‘Then he stopped wondering and went back to working his
eyes down her slender body, right down her pazelle-like
legs and then back up to her face 1

‘Absently he felt a slight Kiss brush a
heard 2 soft, *Ciao, Rafaello—enjoy
past him, but he paid no attention.

“Magda?” His voice husked,
quite properly.

she bit her lip, and with that familiar gesture he suddenly
accepted that this really, truly was the poor dab of a crea
ture he'd so arrogantly made use of for his own self-

if it were not working

Find

—-ox

S SR
CIGICY  stndag
S 20100822





[image: image53.png]% Adobe Digital Editions

Jstart

READING

THE ITALIAN'S TOKEN W

sessed ends and treated with total indifference as a god-
sent tool, ideal for his single purpose—to confound his
father

Emotions warred within him. Some familiar, some com-
pletely new. Up to now, the best emotion he’d been able
to come up with for her had been pity—: f careless,
almost contemptuous pity for so unlovely and wretched a
member of her sex. Pity shot with guilt that he'd exposed
her to the vituperation of his father, his lashing out at her,
forcing a knowledge upon her that had been vicious in its
cruelty

He had never meant her to realise why he had chosen
her. Never meant her to have that cruel truth thrown at her.

“The twist in his guts came again

You thought that you could just pay her, and she’d put
up and shut up.

‘Well, he knew better now. His father had held a mi

up to him, and the sight had not been pleasant. Hearing his

own litany of condemnation echoed by his father had made
him realise, horribly, for the first time, just how callous he
had be

But he intended to make it up to her. To prove hs father
‘wrong. To prove himself wrong!

And, Dio, how he was being proved wrong!

“The emotions battled inside him. The guilt was becoming
familiar now, but the second was completely new—and
blew him away.

1t was desire.

Magda was recling. Reeling and whirling in a kind of
‘white-out blur of emotions which were swirling inside her
head so tempestuously she could scarce make sense of
them. She caught at one, the easiest one to catch, and knew
that it was shock, sheer shock and disbelief, that Rafaello
di Viscenti—beautiful, arrogant, breathtakingly gorgeous
Rafaello di Viscenti, who was as far removed from her as

LA AN o [RCH -~ <L

‘Adobe Digtal Edtions:

T} ocz.doc-Mierosof .. | B CiDocuments and se

s oones o WY

JULIA JAMES 1

if he were one of the gods of old—was looking her over
as if she were...as if she were a woman—a real, flesh-and-
blood female with face and hair and breasts and limbs—all
the accoutrements of a woman. A woman worthy of |

ing over.

Tt was as if she’d just snapped into existence for him. As
if before, as she had known with a shame that only a plain,
undesirable female could know. she had simply not existed
as a female to him at all. All she had been to him was
something it would not occur to him to look at, and when
he had he’d left her feeling that she was covered in slime.
Repulsive to him

But now—now it was as if Someone had truly sprinkled
fairy dust over her and brought her to radiant life in his
eyes. She was there, in front of him—a living, breathing

as looking her over. Very, very thor-

sending her reeling. The impy spected, head to
toe, by Rafaello di Viscent, as a fully paid-up member of
the female sex worthy of his attention was just deva
ing—like being caught in a beam of high-power light that
licked like flame all over her.

“The moment seemed to g0 on for ever and ever, and then
dimly Magda became aware that someone was standing be-
side them, deferentially proffering two large leather-bound
menus. The man murmured something and Rafacllo
dragged his eyes from Magda and took the menus, replying
distractedly

“What would you like to eat?”

“There still seemed to be a husk in his voice that Magda
had never heard before, and it served to send a litle tingle
up her spine. But then her whole body was tingling

And not just because she’d been caught in Rafacllo di
Viscenti’s devastating eyeline. The three hours she’d spent
in Olivia’s clutches had been the most extraordinarily ter-
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rifying and exhilarating experience. She had simply yielded
to the other woman's smiling enthusiasm and let herself be
stripped naked, hair unpinned, inspected, tut-tutted over,
before being worked on in a major, major way

Magda hadn’t known such beauty treatments existed!
She’d been wrapped up in weird stuf, neck to toe, had her
face slathered and unslathered; her body had been rubbed
and polished and waxed and smoothed and creamed. Her
hair had been washed and conditioned and coloured and
cut and blown and styled. And then Olivia had approached

th a treasure chest of make-up and proceeded to paint a
face on her that she simply had not believed when she saw
it reflected in the mirrors of the changing room where

livia had selected from a range of beautiful clothes. She
had stared, dumbstruck, as Olivia had slipped a cool, silky
shift over her head, zipped it swiftly up the back and stood
avay.

“What did 1 tell you? Olivia had said softly. “That T
‘would make you look favoloso. And I have.”

‘She had, too, and Magda was still walking on air, feeling
like Cinderella must have felt when the fairy godmother
had finished with her. She had stammered her thanks in-

oherently to the other woman, who had laughed, and said

‘Good—now we show you off to Rafaello and watch his

w fall to the floor.”

And 50 it would have—if Rafaello di Viscenti had been
capable of so inelegant a reaction. As it was, just seeing
that look of stupefaction mingled with that tingle-inducing,
shiver-making, blush-urging fooking over had swept away
all Magda's fears and misgivings that perhaps Olivia had
got it totally, totally wrong

‘She tensed. Rafaello was leaning towards her, his shoul-
der almost touching hers as he reached out a hand to run

' her menu.
“Would you like me to translate?” he asked
She wasn't capable of reciting the alphabet at this mo-
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ment in time, let alone
talian.

she swallowed. *L..Ill just have something simple,
please,” she managed to get out in a whispery sort of voice.

His glance flicked to hers and she suddenly saw the
‘golden lights in his dark eyes, swept by those long, impos
sible lashes, caught the heady scent of his oh-so-masculine
aftershave....and his own, even more masculine scent.

‘She felt faint, breathless.

He drew back. ‘Very well” He gave a smile, and the
way his mouth indented, altering the planes of his face,
made her feel faint again. She had seen him smile before—
at his aunt last night, at Olivia this morning—but this
time...this time the smile was for her. Faintness drummed
at her again. This couldn’t be happening. It was like a
dream.

But if it was a dream, it was one that she didn't wake
up from. Rafaello took her elbow, his hand burning on her
skin, doing extraordinary things to her insides, which had
a whole flock of butterflies soaring away invisibly, and led
her through the restaurant out into a tiny cobbled courtyard
at the back, decked with flowers and set with shaded tables.

She took her place, terrified she was going to stumble
on her unaccustomed high heels, but there was no mishap,
and she was sitting there, beneath the awning, with eyes
for no one and nothing except Rafaello di Viscenti.

For a while, a5 he got on with the business of ordering
food and wine, she was left in peace simply to drink him
in, to tell herself that it could only be a dream, that she was
not really sitting here, transformed by 2 magic wand, with
the most beautiful man in the world. Then, ordering done.
Rafaello turned back to her.

“There was something in his eyes that made all the but-
terflies swoop upwards in one soaring flight

“Itis incredibile!” he said to her, and his eyes flickered

ing out a menu written in
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er her face, her hair, her torso. *I do not know what to
say.” He spread his hands in a very Italian gesture.

Magda shifted uncomfortably. *Its the make-up and ev-
erything.” Her voice was strained,

“Everything? Rafaello echoed. *Yes, everything. I have
been blind—quite blind.” There was Something curious
about his voice, and her eyes met his. There was a strange

«pression in them that made her feel...fecl what?

She could not put a name to i,

1 ask you
s voice changed *..if you will forgive my blindness and
ccept a peace offering.” He slipped  hand inside his jacket

el
He extracted a litle flat, X

‘wrapped in silvery tissue with a golden ribbon, the fruit of

shopping that morning, and placed it in front of her

“Open it.” he said. in that same curious voice.

ncertainly, but obediently, she did so. As the ribbon
fell away so did the tissue, revealing, unmistakably, a blue
velvet jewel case. With the butterflies jostling in her stom-
ach, she lifted the lid.

Inside was a neckla
cately woven gold in a de:
beautiful. She stared at it, blinking.

“Will you accept it as a token of my regret for my tr
ment of you

His voice was low, and there was still that note in it she

ould not identify. But she was in no state to analyse his
tone of voi

Her throat tightened. I can't take this,’ she got out
Please—it is quite unnecessary. You are paying me so
much money that—

Her words were cut off. Rafaello’s hand had snaked out
and set down on hers.

“No. he said. and there was a sharpness in his voice that
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made her look at him almost fearfully. “OF that we will not
speak. Now..." his voice changed again °...if you like the
necklace put it on. It will go well I think, with what you
are wearing.

‘Yes, thought Magda desperately, that's how I must think

s nothing more than an accessory to the dress. And
the dress, and everything else that Olivia did to me, is just
part of what Rafaello wants. He's got fed up with having
such an eyesore in his house, and he's done something
about it. Don't, don’t read anything more into it. You
must't, you musin’r!

o, obediently, she picked up the necklace, which was
light 2s a feather in her fingers, and made to put it on. Her
fingers fumbled at the back of her neck, trying to fasten it
In 2 moment Rafaello was there, his hands sliding away
her fall of hair and his fingers brushing hers as he took the

ace from her
me...” he murmured, and started to fasten the

and every drop of
ody dropped o her feet. She gasped as the
nerve-endings in the delicate nape of her neck quivered

r ever she would
elimpse heaven, she thought, her eyes flutiering shut as she
gave herself (0 the lightest, most blissful feeling

“Then it was gone. and so was Rafaello, back in his seal,
viewing his handiwork.

And her.

“Today, he said s
rare, vintage wine,

iy, and his eyes drank her in like 2
start again

‘The whole day was like a dream—and Rafaello was I
different person, Magda thought. As if he had never look:

at her and seen nothing more than the last person his father
would welcome as his son’s bride. That Rafacllo seemed

Find

—-ox

E R
IS sondg

[n'9, . 20100822




[image: image56.png]% Adobe Digital Editions

Jstart

READING

110 THE ITALIAN'S TOKEN W

10 have vanished. Now there was only 2 man—the most
beautiful man in the world to her—sitting opposite her and
treating her as if she were a princess. It was a heady, heady
feeling, and she had to try very hard to keep her feet on
the ground, lest she soar upwards with the butterfies that
stayed with her all through lunch, fluttering inside.

Over lunch, which seemed to last for ever and yet but a
moment, he kept the conversation very impersonal. He told
her about Lucca, and Tuscany, and Htaly, and conversation
ranged from the historical to the contemporary, as he re
galed her with the mores and the customs of modern
talians.

Even though she felt 2
respond to his conversation in stilted phr
the wine in her glass went down, she slipped into the kind
of enquiring questioning she’d given his uncle the evening
before, and found herself relaxing and talking normally

She drank it all in, storing the time away as a precious

memory, a dream hat seemed, quite unbelievably, to be
happening in real lfe. And all the time, as they talked, she
was aware of a current running like electricity through her
making it harder and harder to refrain from doing
what she just ached to do—stare and stare at the homage
to male beauty that was the perfection of Rafaello di
Viscent
It was as lunch ended that another reality finally pene-
trated.
Benji
With a pang of guilt she said, as Rafacllo placed his
credit card on the table for the waiter to collect, ‘Please—
‘would it be possible—may I phone Maria—to see if Benji
all right?”
“Of course.” He smiled his ready assent.
He extracted his mobile, dialled and spoke rapidly, then
onnected.
‘Benji has had an excellent moming, eaten a hearty
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lunch, and is now sleeping peacefully,” he reported. °
ever, Maria suggests that it would be good if you were there
when he wakes. In which case perhaps we shall leave a
more extensive the city for another occasion, and
tent ourselves with making nothing more than a sh
iata along a section of the walls. It is a very pleasant
) take.”

Under any circumstances the walk along the famous
walls of Lucea would have been pleasant, but for Magda it
was blissful. She worried a litle that her feet would be
pinched in the beautiful cinnamon-coloured high heels that
Olivia had procured for her, but the leather was so soft, the
fit 50 perfect, that there was no problem at all. Only, as she
walked she was conscious of the effect of the high heels,
how they lfted her hips and made her sway.

Self-consciously, as they moved out on to the bright sun-
lit pavement from the restaurant, she fished inside the styl-
ish handbag that matched the shoes and extracted the pair
of dark glasses that Olivia had bestowed upon her. It was
much easier, wearing sunglasses. 1o look without being
seen. And as they strolled along, Rafzello’s hand attentively
at her elbow, she realised with a kind of disbelieving shock
that they were drawing attention. At first she thought it was
just that women were looking at Rafaello, a highly under-
standable phenomenon, but then she became aware that she
100, was drawing eyes.

Men were looking at her, quite openly, quite obviously.
as they walked past, or they looked across at her from the
cafés. It was so blatant that she felt as if she had no clothes

and found she had pressed closer, quite unconsciously,
0 Rafaello

He glanced down at her, a wry smile indenting his
mouth,

“In Ttaly we are not shy about admiring a beautiful

man. Do not worry—with me beside you they will do
no more than look. But—' his voice became dry I do not
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advise that you tour on your
-ypol to every man around.’
and heard Rafaello’s words

n—you would be like 1

humming in her head.

He called me a beauiful woman!

In a daze, she walked on.

Along the walls it was easier. There were more tourists
here, and she felt she drew less attention. She moved a little
away fi faello again, and he let her be, simply stroll-
ing beside her, constraining his pace to hers

1t was a leisurely progress as Rafaello stopped to point
out landmarks on both the city side of the walls and the

ter sides.

“The wealthy Lucchesi in the th century built their
summer villas in the countryside around the city, and sev-
eral are open to view. Perhaps we shall go and visit one
another day. There is o much to see in Tuscany you will

be spoilt for choice.

“Please,” said Magda, awkward suddenly, ‘you do not
have to take me around. 1 am perfectly happy staying in
the villa—I am sure you must be very busy with work and
s0 0.

“There s nothing that needs my urgent attention,”
Rafaello said dismissively. The board meeting to confirm
him as chairman would not take place until the following
week. The delay did not alarm him—his father would not
could not, for his pride’s sake, renege on the unholy bargain
he had struck with his son.

His mind flicked away. He did not want to think about

s father right now. Too much anger roiled beneath the
surface. A grim smile flickered on his mouth. When they
returned he would force his father to_acknowledge
Magda—wipe out the ugly, cruel litany he had thrown at
him, that was choking in his father's craw.

He glanced down at the silky head that barely reached
1o his shoulders. He could still not get over the transfor-
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mation. It was, indeed, incredible. She walked along beside
him, high heels doing all sorts of miraculous things to her

posture, and the dress, blessedly simple—though he knew
e bl for anything that smmple, that Superbly cat would
be astronomical—doing the most amazing things to her fig-
ure. As for the rest of her—well, it was 2 dream. Not
scrawny, but wand-slim. Not plain and pasty but...radiant.
“That was the only word for her now

she would grace any setting—and he would make his
father see that. Make him acknowledge her intelligence, her
education—self-taught, and all the more credit to her, he
thought soberly, given her prim financial circumstanct
Make him see that every cruel description of her had been
‘wrong—see even that it had been her devotion to her baby
that had made her stoop to such menial work as he had
found her in.

A frown flickered in his eyes.

Abruptly, without thinking, he spoke.

“Tell me about Benjis father.”

Magda halted in mid-step, then started walking again.
There had been a harshness in Rafaello’s voice that took
her aback. Why did he want to know?

slowly, she framed the words. “It..it isn't easy to tell”
she answered. *You see,” she went on, looking ahead of
her, “when I was in the home—"

“Home?"

“Children’s home—care home. An orphanage—1 don’t
know what it would be in Italian."

“Brefotrofio.” He frowned. What was this? She had been
an orfano? “What happened to your parents?”

“L..T don’t know.

“Come?”

she risked a glance at him. He was frowning. It made
him look intimidating

“How is it you do not know? he pursued.

“L..1 don’t know who my parents were. 1...1 was found.
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when I was a few hours old. The police tried, without suc
cess, to trace the woman...well, girl, really, T suppose—
most women who abandon their babies are very young; she
was probably a teenager, pregnant by mistake and terrified,
‘which is why...why she just wanted to get rid of me.” Her

e was strained. “Its very understandable.”
Her voice trailed off. Rafaello said nothing. She went on
walking. “So, you see,” she continued in the same strained
e, though she tried very hard to make it as normal-
sounding as possible, ‘I don’t know who my mother was,
and 1 have no idea at all about my father—well, the boy
who fathered me, presumably equally by mistake. Maybe
he didn’t even know he'd got my mother pregnant. Or
e tightened *—my mother didn't even
ch boy had got her pregnant. So, anyway...” She

breath. ‘I was taken into care, and—

id was running down Rafaello’s spine. ‘T knew noth-

ing of this!”
His interruption made Magda flinch. The harshness was

back in his voice with a vengeance. Her feet slewed to a
halt. The fragile edifice of civility which had been built up
er lunch crashed down ar
at him. He had stopped, too, and stood looking down at
her. His eyes, veiled behind his dark glasses, were inv
but his mouth was set in a tight, grim line.
Her heart plunged to the ground. It was like
headfirst into a blizzard after spring flow
Oh, why dida’t I just make some excuse and tell him noth-
ing about Benji—or me? she thought in anguish. He's hor-
tified—appalled! She felt e
“L..1 thought you knew," she said in a small,
Voice. ‘It was on my birth certificate. **Parents unknown.”
And my time of birth was the closest estimate the hospital
ould come up with. You wanted my birth certificate for
the marriage licence.”
I did not see it” he replied remotely
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Magda bit her lip. Of course. Why should Rafaello di
Viscenti bother himself with trivia like her birth certificate?
‘ou were telling me about Benji’s father.” The voice
that prompted her was distant sill. With a heavy, sinking
heart, Magda forced herself to continue her sorry tale.

“Um—it was in the care home—there was another in-
mate. Kaz. We sort of...stuck together... Then—well,
um—it_gets...complicated” She swallowed through her
tightening throat, forcing out words that brought back so
many agonising memories. “We'd just left the home, let
Toose on the world, and we were living together when Kaz
was diagnosed with cancer. At firt the treatment worked,
for a_couple of years, but then the cancer came b
Terminal this time. Kaz...Kaz died just after Benji was
born...”

She couldn’t go on. Just couldn’t. She started walking
again, but she couldn't see anything. She was grateful for
her dark glasses because they kept the tears hidden. Her
steps were jerky

‘Suddenly her arm was taken. Held in an iron grip. She
tried to pull away, but she could not. She felt tears seeping
from under the lower rim of the dark glasses, and lified a
hand to try and wipe them away

“I am ashamed,” came the low voice. *I am ashamed of
everything I have ever thought or said about you.’

He tumed her towards him, taking her other elbow in
that vice-like grip. She screwed up her eyes, trying 1o stop
the tears coming. Her throat was burning with the effort of
keeping herself from crying.

‘she felt one hand let her go, and then he was sliding her
dark glasses from her eyes

“No tears—they will spoil your make-up.’ There was a
careful humour in his voice—deliberate, she realised.

She gazed up at him, eyes swimming. His face was a
blur. With infinite gentleness he scooped his litle finger
along the line of her lower lashes, catching the moisture on
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each before it could run down her cheeks. As her vision
cleared his eyes came into focus, looking down into hers

1t was as if she were suspended in time, suspended by
the lightest strand of gossamer, the gossamer touch of his
fingertip, yet she could no more move, no more breathe,
than if she were held in bands of steel

Everything stopped—her breathing, her heartbeat, o it
seemed, and all the world everywhere—just stopped. All
that existed was Rafaello, looking down at her, the strang-
est, most enigmatic expression in his dark, dark eyes.

Her lips parted as the softest exhalation of breath sighed
from her.

Slowly Rafaello brushed the tips of his fingers into the
fine tendrils of her hair

S0 lovely—'

His voice was 2 murmur and then his head was lowering
10 hers, and as Magda’s eyes fluttered shut she pave herself
1o the exquisite wonder of Rafacllo di Viscenti, the most
beautiful man in the world, Kissing her.

His mouth was soft and warm and oh-so-skilful, moving
with delicacy, with exploring slowness, tasting her lips as
if she were the sweetest dessert.

It went on for an etemity. Yet it was over 00 soon—
achingly soon

As he drew back from her she felt a loss that echoed
through her whole body

‘She gazed up at him, her emotions naked on her face.

With that enigmatic expression stll i his eyes, Rafzello
took her hand and tucked it into the crook of his arm, slid-
ing her dark glasses back over her eyes.

“We must return to the car,” he told her

‘she went with him as if she were in a complete daze—
because she was. A sort of unreality was enveloping her
and she could think no coherent thoughts. Not one.

‘The journey back to the villa was conducted mostly in
silence. Rafaello drove with the speed and total concentra
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tion with which he had driven in the morning, but this time
there was no aura of anger coming from him. Instead he
seemed to be taking particular relish in driving the mega-
powerful car—and Magda spent the entire journey, head
tumed towards Rafaello, holding her hair with one hand
as it blew about wildly, and gazing openly at him in utter
wonder

From time to time he glanced across at her, and she saw
a little smile playing around his mouth, as if he were
pleased, very pleased about something. She didn’t know
what it was, only that when his mouth indented like that
her insides just dissolved all over again.

‘She waned the journey never to end
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Rar was in a good mood. A very good mood. It was
the first good mood he’d had f er since his
father had given him his impossible ultimatum: marriage
or disinheritance.

It made him realise just how bad his sustained mood had
been, and for how long.

But all that had changed. The world was smiling
and he was smiling with it. It was a good, good feeling. A
burden had been lifted from his shoulders.

Back at the villa, he received with mixed emoti
news from an expressionless Giuseppe that Enr
parted for Rome and was not expected back any time

Uppermost was, he acknowledged ruefully, relie

new improved mood he did not relish any more confron-
tation, and if his father had decamped to the Rome apart-
ment, well, that was his choice, thought Rafaello. He had
better put in a few phone calls to other board members,
JuSt to ensure that Enrico was not up to anything so far as

s plans for Viscenti AG were concerned, but he was con-
fident enough that his father would not renege on him.

1t was with a lighter heart that he turned to Magda.

“Giuseppe tells me my father has gone to stay in Rome—
we have an apartment there. Now, he breezed on, ‘why do

n0t g0 and see to Benji, hmm? He smiled at her, and

ipain she felt the butterfies soar on magic wings. ‘T must
che mails and make some phone calls, but I shall
join you soon.”

He strolled off towards the library and Magda, informed
by Giuseppe that Benji was asleep upstairs in her foom.

ent upstairs, still in a complete daze.

18
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She wanted desperately to think about what had ha
pened, but Benji was far too pleased, waking from his af-
ternoon nap. to allow time for reverie. His delight at secing
her made her forget everything else, at least for the mo-
ment, and she scooped him up and hugged him closely,
thanking Gina for her care of him
Refeshed from his slumber, Benji was ready for action
again, and Magda headed downstairs with him.
Maria intercepted her in the hall
Her eyes gleamed as she took in Magda’s transformed
appearance, but she said nothing about the new look
merely saying, I will bring coffee to the terrace—Signor
and Signora Calvi are there.”
Magda found, was Benji’s new pride and
on wooden trike on which he could easily

a short while was r own the paved terrace
like a pro. / lio's aunt, she was decidedly more

n about Magda’s new appearance.

Excellent! You look very lovely, my dear—and you will
be pleased to hear that the rest of your new wardrobe has
been delivered already.”

Magda looked surprised.

“Of course,” said Rafaello’s aunt, smiling admonishingly
at her expression. *You cannot survive on one outfit alone.
1 have inspected the selection and they are all excellent

na has already hung them up. Now, come and have a
cup of coffee and tell us what you thought of Lucca—and
1 shall tell you of all the antics of your extremely lively
litle boy this morning.”

Elizavetta was clearly in a very good humour, and when
Rafaello emerged on to the terrace some thirty minutes later
he was received in the same tone. But Magda was not blind
1o the rapid but scrutinising glance she subjected both of
them t0 s he took his seat beside Magda. She felt herself
colour slightly. Inside the butterfies set off again as she
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sipped her coffee, intensely aware of Rafaello’s presence
beside her as he chatted to his aunt and uncle,

The awareness heightened when, ten minutes later,

turned to her and said suddenly, It s time to cool
n—and I am sure Benji would enjoy a swim. Come:

As he spoke he was aware of a degree of disingenuous
ness about his invitation. True, he would like to cool down.
and probably both mother and child would enjoy a swim,
but what he himself would enjoy most would be secing
‘what Magda looked like in a decent swimsuit.

His thoughts flew back to the previous afteroon, when
he'd been surprised to see that, hideously sagay swimsuit
apart, she really had a quite unexpectedly pleasing figure
Now after a morning in Olivia’s expert hands, and wearing
‘what he knew would be a beautifully styled piece of swim-
wear, the results would be, he anticipated, even more pleas
ing.

His expectations were rewarded. Magda did, indeed, look
every bit as good in the sleck peach-coloured one-piece as
he had hoped. Cut high in the leg, it emphasised the slen-
derness of her thighs and hips, her hand-span

most enticingly of all, the gentle swell

honey, and with her lovely hair loose over her shoulders as
she slowly and self-consciously walked into the pool area,
her little boy held by the hand, hy
from her.

How had she been hiding all that natural lovelines

been blinded by that muddy-coloured hair,
er total lack of attention to her appearance and those atro-
cious, unspeakable clothes. And now—

‘Whatever the size of the bill Olivia presented to him, he
‘would have paid it ten times over just for the pleasure of
secing Magda walk towards him now, with her shy, natural
prace
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He came near to her. He was all ready for his swim, clad
i nothing but his trunks, and he realised from the surge of
blood he felt, as powerful as it was instinctive, he would
need to get into the water pretty damn fast if those faint
stains our on her cheeks were not to turn fiery red.
Already he could tell she could not cope with his almost
nudity—and if her gaze dragged downwards, from where
it scemed to be fixated on his torso, then she would have
cause o blush indeed!

‘With a lithe movement he launched himself into the wa-
ter. The cold had the effect he wanted—for now. at any
rate. Several strongly executed lengths later he surfaced to
find Magda sitting nervously by the shallow flight of steps
leading into the water, Benji already immersed, splashing
away mightily. Rafaello hauled himself gracefully and ef-
fortlessly out of the water, and reached for Benjis inflatable
ball

“Catchr®

He tossed it towards the little boy, who gave a crow of
delight and started to paddle towards the floating ball as
fast as his chubby little legs and rubber ring would carry
him. He batted at it, and it swirled away, and he chased
after it. Magda laughed, and so did Rafacllo. He lowered

and started to play with the child,
ered, extraordinarily easy to entertain
an infant. All that was required was a complete lack of
dignity and a willingness to engage in a highly repetitious
game of throw the ball, throw it again, and again, and
again

“He won't get tired of it before you do,’ wared Magda.
She was still stting there, feet in the water, knees pressed
together, fecling incredibly. ngly self us.

Rafaello laughed, and she felt a warmth spreading
through her. Her mind was stil in a total daze. Could this
really be Rafaello di Viscenti, who hadn't even
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call Benji by name, now playing with him with every sign
of pleasure’

And could this really be Rafaello di Viscenti, who had
previously looked at her with such disdain, who had looked
at her just now, as she’d walked towards him, as if he were
unablé to take his eyes away from her for a single moment

T can't take it in—I can't believe this is happening!

If this was nothing but a dream, it was one she never,
ever, wanted to wake from.

‘So—where would you like to go today?”
Rafaello’s voice was inviting. And why not? He was
relaxed—more relaxed than he'd been since he could re-
member, since before his father had started to be fixated
upon the idea of him marrying Lucia. He felt, he realised,
carefree, with nothing to do but enjoy himself and be pleas
urably self-indulgent. Yes, the future of Viscenti AG lay in

s hands, and he would take up his responsibilities in due

urse, but right now global expansion could wait—right
now he had another project to pursue.

A very pleasurable one.

He cast a look at the object of his attent

“Firenze? Pisa? Sienna?

Magda bit her lip. Rafaello tried not to let his gaze fo
on it. There would be time enough for what he intended.
but for now the day stretched before them. He wanted to
show Tuscany off to Magda—wanted o get her to himself
again, truly to himself, without the watching chorus of not
just his aunt and uncle but Maria and Giuseppe a5 well.

“Please.” she said, *you don't have to show me around—
really.”

It is my pleasure,” he replied airily. “You have but to
choose your destination. How about Firenze? The most
magnificent jewel in the crown of Tuscany—whatever the
quieter charms of Lucca.”

‘She smiled. but still looked uncertain.
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“Please—don't think me ungrateful, but I feel I cannot
leave Benji here—it is not fair either to him, to Maria or
ur auat”

“Then we take him with us.” It was not what he partic-
ularly wanted to do, but he could see her point.

Her uncertainty persisted. *A busy city is perhaps not the
best place for him, let alone art museums
monuments.”

With a wave of his hand Rafaello disposed of this ob-
jection, too. “The solution is obvious—we'll go 1o the
beach.”

AS if he had uttered a magic word, Magda’s face it up.
‘Oh, can we really? Benji would adore a beach. He’s never
been—neither have I...

Her voice was wistful. Something about it stabbed
Rafaello. She had never been to the beach.

But then she had lived such a deprived life—not just in
poverty, but with no family. A foundling—abandoned by
her mother. Could such things happen? Anger shot through
him. No wonder she had clung to this boy from the
phanage, this Kaz of hers. No wonder she had sought com-
fort in his arms—his bed

A shadow crossed his eyes. And even that had been taken
from her.

“Then it is decided’ he announced decisively. “The
beach it is.’

It was, thought Magda by the afternoon, the best day of her
life! Even better than yesterday—for today she had with
her both Benji and Rafaello. And Rafaello as she had never
yet seen him—as gorgeous 25 ever, as bewilderingly atten-
tive and approving s yesterday, but as playful as he had
been with Benji in the pool at the villa

And something more as well. She didn’t know what the
‘more’ was, only that it set the blood singing in her veins—
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a song that soared to the highest notes whenever she and
Rafaello exchanged glances

She knew she was living in a dream—knew that s she
sat on the beach at Viareggio, Benji snug between her out-
stretched legs, Rafaello industriously rebuilding the sand-
castle that Benji, without fail, would take exuberant plea
sure in demolishing, sun glinting off his golden torso,
bronzing his dark silky hair—knew that all she could do
was make a memory of the moment

And she knew, too, how dangerous was the tempting.
impossible thought that was seeding itself against all rea
son, all reality, in the deepest part of her—the sweet, utterly
unattainable fantasy that she could rewrite reality and be
sitting here, not with a man who had married her solely to
thwart and insult his father and safeguard his inheritance,
but with her true husband, the father of her child.

But they were not a family—no such thing. Rafaello was

being kind towards her, that was all. He was just trying o

prove wrong the ugly words his father had thrown at her.
She felt bad that he was moved to do so. It had hurt, know

ing Rafaello had deliberately chosen her for her undesira

bility, both social and personal, but for herself she did not
take shame in it. She was not responsible for her origins,
and Benji was a gift from Kaz that she treasured beyond
her own life, for whom she would do whatever it took to
keep him safe and raise him well. Whether it was working
as a cleaner or marrying a stranger who despised her for
doing so.

Her eyes flickered to Rafaello again. But he was not
despising her now! He was going to great lengths to be
Kind to her. She felt her heart squeeze

He caught her gaze, pausing in the act of restoring—yet
again—the sandcastle, and as his eyes held hers she felt

olour stain her cheeks. He gave her a slow, intimate smile
that deepened the colour along her cheekbones. For a long
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timeless moment he held her gaze, and what flowed be-
tween them made her feel weak

Benji, sensing distraction, launched himself forward and
fell full-length on the castle, demolishing it utterly.

“Oh, Benj, you little monster!” cried Magda, laughing
breaking eye contact with half a sense of relief and half
yeaming sense of loss. Rafaello was laughing, too. He
climbed to his feet, taking Benji with him in a swinging
arc

“Come.” he told him with mock sternness, “time 1o get
you wetl" He held a hand down for Magda, and self-

sciously she placed hers in his. His grip tightened and
he pulled her to her feet. *You, too!” he told her

He ran them down to the sea’s edge, lapping gently on
the sand, and Benji clutched at his hair, infused with laugl
ter. They all collapsed into the water in a splashing heap.
and soon Magda was breathless with laughter 2s Rafaello
whooshed Benji in and out of the water, breasting him
through the tiny waves while the litle boy shouted with
pleasure,

Her heart tumed over as she stood, legs apar, thigh-deep
in water, watching them. Rafaello was so wonderful with
Benji. She could not believe it

‘Something tugged at her with an emotion that was almost
pain. Again the dangerous, tempting thought flitted across
her mind—what if this were real? What if they were what
the other people on the beach clearly took them for—a
family?

She pushed the thought away. Today—this wonderful,
heavenly day—was just a memory in the making.

One which would have to last the fest of her life

It was with a sense of sated happiness that they finally
headed back inland at the end of the day. Dreamily she sat
beside Benji in the back of the sleek saloon, lost in a haze
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of sweet contentment. Benji, exhausted and replete with
gelati, nodded off in his child-seat.

s they wound eastwards along the autostrada, heading
for the rolling hills, Magda thought how utterly different
this journey was from the one she had made from the air-

at the beginning of the week, only four days ago.

‘Was Rafaello really the same person now as he had been
then? She remembered how he had sat, in his corner of the
limo, totally absorbed in his work, paying no attention to
her or Benji.

‘We didn’t exist for him then, she thought. We were just

ay he wanted—the way

s last had not changed—he was
still paying her. So how did that square with the way he
was treating her now? She knew he was being kind to her,
but today he really had seemed to be enjoying himself as

much as she and Benji. Was that just being kind?

Again, she put the thought aside. There was no point in
thinking about it. She would not spoil the sweetness of the
day. She would simply sit here, as the powerful car purred

along, continue to watch the man who drove, and sto
memories.

By the time they reached the villa Magda, 100,
nearly asleep. The sun and the sea air had tired her o
Sleepily she extracted Benji, wl ptly surfaced with
renewed vigour and demanded to be set down. She slid him
10 his feet and he toddled purposefully towards the door,

pened by Giuseppe, who came down something to
Rafaello and help with the baggage.

“My aunt and uncle have left,” Rafzello said to Magda
as he extracted the beach bags from the boot of the car.
‘They have gone to console my father in Rome, so

seppe tells me. We have the house to ourselves.”

He smiled at her—that same intimate smile he had
smiled on the beach. A frisson went through Magda, and a
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sudden
Tonger be the reassuring presence of the Calvis over dinner.
Last night they had served to dilute the intensity of her

se of panic as she realised that there would no

awareness of Rafaello, seated at the head of the table and
dominating the meal by his presence alone.

“Tonight there would be o such buffer. The realisation
was alarming.

So when Rafzello said casually, as they went indoors,
‘We have been invited out tonight—some friends want to
‘wish me a happy birthday! There will be plenty of time for
you 1o rest and prepare yourself, and put Benji to bed,” her
first reaction was relief

“Then, straight away, the implications of what he had just
said struck her.

“No, please—you do not have to take me. I will do per-
fictly well here—" she started.

Rafaello paused and looked at her. “They also,’ he went

a touch of humour in his face, “want to take a look at
‘you—they are most curious.”

Magda bit her lip. “Um—is that wise? I mean," she went

hastily, “won't that lead them to think that...that this is
a real marriage?

“The words were hard to say, but she had 1o say them. A
strange, unreadable look came into Rafacllo’s eyes for a
moment. Then it cleared. In a bland voice he answered,
‘But this is a real marriage, Magda—it is quite legal, and
we need to behave accordingly. Bes a humorous,
cajoling note entered his voice *—are you not eager to try

one of your new evening dresses?”

‘She made no answer, feeling awkward, but Rafaello sim-
ply went on smoothly, “Now, why do you not reffesh your-
self? Then let Maria have some time with Benji and give
him his supper. You can bath him and get him off to sleep,
and then get ready for the evening, hmm? Oh...” He paused
at the foot of the stairs. “Maria suggested she root out my
old cot—it must be in an attic somewhere—and put it be-
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side your bed. She is anxious, she tells me, that you may
roll onto Benji when you are asleep. I trust you do not
mind?”

Magda shook her head. "No—no, of course not. It s very
Kind of her.”

“The cot was already in the bedroom when she went in
some moments later with Benji. It was a magnificent affair,
well worthy of a di Viscenti, carved and painted, and
clearly freshly spring-cleaned by Maria. To her relief, Benji
took to it immediately. sitting in it with every sign of co

ent possession. Wryly. Magda wondered how fond he'd
of it once it dawned on him that with the wooden side
raised and locked into por ld not be able to get
out alone. But since it
she was happy enough for him to try

1t certainly made life easier as she got ready
ning. Knowing he was safely inside the cot, bathed and
s toys, she could

ready for sleep, having a last play with

bout her ablutions with greater confidence, especially
when it came o styling her hair. She had had to wash it
after the day at the beach, and was worried she would not

be able to recreate the chic style that Olivia’s salon had so
effortlessly produced. However, she followed the other
‘woman’s advice, moussing it a little and then gently blow
drying it with the hairdryer she found in her bedside cab-
inet

“The effect, when combined with the make-up Olivia had
sent, which Magda applied to the best of her ability, was
much better than she had hoped. As she stared at herself,
at the gently waving mane of hair clouding her shoulders,
her kohled eyes huge and her lipsticked mouth lush and
vivid, she could not believe such a transformation really
was possible.

As Benji, hugging his teddy bear, silky hair smoothed
soothingly back from his forehead, sank into a deep sleep.
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Magda ex

tique wardrobe and slipped it
1t was black, cut on the bias and clung to her hi

folding sofily over her breasts, held up by tiny shoestring

ted a long evening gown from the huge a

straps. She did not need a bra with it; any slight suppa
she needed was built into the bodice. As the fine-gi
material slid over her head and shimmered do s
der body she felt its magic begin to work. She walked to
the mirror and stared, transfixed.

‘Wonderingly she touched her throat.

Is this really me?

1t seemed impossible—but the reflection staring back at
her could not lie. It showed a slender, graceful woman,
exquisitely powned. with her hair in a soft cloud and wide,
luminous eyes.

She could not take her eyes from the reflection, staring
in wonder at herself

A soft knock on the door disturbed her reverie. It was

na, taking over on babywatch.

or di Viscenti is downstairs waiting for you, si-
gnora,” the girl said, casting an admiring look at Magda’s
appearance.

Magda picked up a black satin handbag with a discreet
designer logo, slipped her feet into the strappy high-heeled
shoes, and headed downstairs after bidding Gina goodnight.

As she gingerly descended the wide sweeping stairs, ta

eful steps in her narow long skirt and high, high
he realised Rafacllo was staring up at her.

She stared back. Her breath caught.

If she had thought Rafaello superb in a business suit,
casual clothes and beachwear, in a tuxedo he was, quite
simply, breathtaking. The black cloth of the evening jacket

d tautly across his shoulders, sheathing his torso and
providing an ebony contrast to the white dress shirt. He
was fieshly shaven, freshly showered, his hair stll slightly
damp as it feathered over his brow. His checkbones seemed
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higher than ever, thought Magda, dazzled, and the sculpted
line of his mouth could have been hewn by Michelangelo
himself.

She went on walking down, eyes fixed on him—and,

onscious of him as she was, she was also buringly con-
scious of how his eyes were fixed on her in return.

As she reached the marble floor he came towards her.
Before she could register what he was doing he had lifted
her hand and raised it to his mouth.

“The graze of his mouth on her knuckles made her want
to faint. He straightened his head. but kept her hand in his

“You look exquisite,” he breathed, his accent stronger
than ever, and all she could do was stare up at him, her
hand caught in his, her lips parted, her breath stiled.

“You require only one adorment—this.”

His words were accompanied by his slipping his left
hand inside his tuxedo jacket and drawing out, not a jew
ellery case this time, but a sliver of white rainbow. AS he
opened the palm of his hand Magda could not stop herself

iving a gasp.

‘The necklace was a river of diamonds, fantastic, unbe-
lievable, and as she stared, incredulous, Rafaello simply let

20 her hand, turned her around. and draped the glittering
necklace around her throat, brushing aside her hair o fasten
it

“I can’t wear itt” she told him anguishedly. “T'll ose it.”
He just laughed and turned her back towards him.
she clutched at it around her throat all the way in the

car—which Rafaello drove at a pace that was almost sedate.
I don’t want to muss your hair,” he said, and smiled at
her, and for a second his gaze held. ‘T'm saving that for
later,” he murmured, and then, as the road curved, he
flicked his gaze back ahead.
Did he really say that...? Magda wondered, thinking she
must have misheard. Another thought came to her.
Rafaello—" it was sill strange t0 say his name; it didn't
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come out naturally yet, for all that he was being so nice
and kind to her *—what do I need to know about this eve-

He glanced across at her again, one hand restne lightly

the wheel, the other dipping expertly to change gear and
Tev up th engine as they rourkled a sharp bend 1 the road

“Paolo and Sylvia have been married a couple of years—
they have one little boy, and Sylvia is expecting her next
T've known Paolo for ever. He'll be curious to know how
we ended up together, but don't worry.’ He paused min-
utely to change gear. ‘He knows why I've married so sud-
denly. He's heard action replays of my battles with my
father for years.”

Magda swallowed. *So he knows, she said awkwardly,
how you came to select me? And for what reasons?" she
added bravely. ‘Won't...won't he think it strange that you
are taking me with you this evening?”

“No.” he replied tightly.

A sudden new, hideous thought occurred to her. “You're
not...you're not taking me there tonight to...to tell every-

where. .. where you found me, are you? Part of... part
your...battl... with your father?"

There was fear in her voice, open and naked. Was that
what Rafaello was going to do tonight? Walk her into a
room full of strangers and tell them all he'd married a
‘woman who cleaned toilets for a living?

Rafaello swore. Then, with a screech of tyre rubber, he
pulled the car over to the side of the road. He turned in his
seat

‘She was looking at him, stricken, eyes wide, hands twist-
ing in her lap. Something gutted him. She'd looked like
that when he'd come out on to the landing to hear his father
spill his poison all over her—poison that he had fed his
father in the fist place.

“Not' he said forcefully, then, more gently
This time—" there was irony in his voice,

“No—no,
and self-
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sation *—this time I have no such intent. This time.

voice changed, and sent a slow quiver along the base
of her spine. “This time 1 am taking you with me be-
cause—

His voice cut out. Then, with a twist of wry humour, he

ontinued, “Because if 1 don’t then Paolo and Sylvia will
simply turn up tomorrow at the villa to take a ook at you.
1 thought it would be easier if they met you in the middle

2 party—that way there will be more people around, and
we have the option of leaving whenever we want."

‘she was still looking at him, her eyes huge and fearful
in the dim light

“Don’t look scared, cara, T will et no harm come to you,’
e told her softly. And then, to chase away that expression,
10 stop her looking at him as if she were terrified of the
hurt he could inflict on her—and. he admitted to himself
wyly. to do something he’d been wanting to do since she’d
first walked down the stairs looking so heartbreakingly
beautiful he had not been able to stop staring at her—he
leant across and kissed her.

1t was a soft kiss, not passionate—not yet—but a prom-
ise. A promise to her. A promise to himself.

His mouth touched hers and she melted into liquid
honey, her eyes flutering shut as his lips softly moved
‘Then he drew back. Her eyes opened again and he was
Tooking at her, holding her gaze.

“Don't be afraid, cara

He gunned the engine and pulled out into the road again
heading off into the dark, headlights cutting a vivid beam
of dazzling brightness through the dark Tuscan night

‘The party, Magda discovered, proved no ordeal at all. Quite
the reverse. True, the square Renaissance villa was 50 op-
ulent, and the driveway so packed with the most expensive,
fantastic cars, that Magda’s heart had hammered with
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nerves. She couldn't go in! They would all know she wasn't
one of them.

As she'd stiffened in fear, an arm had come around her
shoulder.

dollars—and 1 will take care of you.”
1lo did not leave her side for a moment,
all evening. Not that she needed protection, Magda found
Paolo and Sylvia were welcoming and charming, with a
real kindness behind_their open_ curiosity about their
friend’s unexpected bride. But nothing
or said by anyone; everyone simply seemed to accept her
at face value.

There was only one tricky moment. About halfway
through the evening Sylvia came hurrying over to Rafaello
and murmured something urgently to_him in Italian
Rafaello merely stilled a moment, then said something dis-
missive. Sylvia patted his arm approvingly, and disappeared
again

Rafaello tured to Magda. “Lucia has turned up. Do not
be alarmed. She will have no opportunity 1o insult you.”

But it seemed that insulting the female who had snatched
her prospective husband from under her nose
all, Lucia’s intention. Instead she glided
an excruciatingly figure-hugging gold tissue gown, and her
dark eyes widened as she took in the unbelievable tra
formation of her cousin’s wife.

“A Sonia Grasci gown., no less, and diamonds, too! Quite
a tribute.”

Her voice was honeyed, but Magda stayed tense. Lucia
gave a light laugh,

“Oh, don’t look like that. What's done is done. And T
don’t hold grudges. Besides, it isn't me you have to win

but Rafaello’s father. He was set on me becoming his
daughter-in-law.”

‘There wasn't anything Magda could say to this, and
Rafaello simply replied, thought tightened lips, My father
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should have known better than to try and play with my life,
Lucia. And now, if you will excuse me, we must circulate.”

He whisked Magda away and promptly introduced her

10 yet more friends who, like everyone else, seemed o see
ing exceptional about her—only that she had arrived
so suddenly on the scene.

Only one was bold enough to comment on it—and on
Lucia’s disappointed expectations

Rafaello merely smiled silkily. *As you can see— he
pulled Magda a little more closely to him to make his point
—1 was busy elsewhere.”

“The other man grinned. *So that’s why you were forever

isappearing to London!”

Rafaello’s smile deepened. “Who could blame me?” he
murmured, as if confirming the other man’s assumption that

acquaintance with his English bride was long standing.

Magda’s breathlessness at being held so close to him
precluded any possibility of her saying a word.

As they circulated yet again, Rafaello, who did not re-
linquish his hold on her, w ntinuingeffect on
Magda’s ability to speak coherently, paused and looked

n at her.

“Enjoying yourself?" he asked.

She nodded dumbly. Then managed to say, ‘Everyone is
very nice.”

He smiled indulgently. “You are being much admired,”
he went on.

Magda coloured. “It's very kind of you to say so,” she
answered quietly

He gave 2 laugh. *Kind? Is that what you think, cara? |
can see I shall have to persuade you otherwise.”

He looked down at her, and there was something in his
eyes that made her breath catch.

“They did not stay much longer. Magda had no idea what
time it was, but soon they were climbing into Rafacllo’s
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car, being bade farewell by Paolo and Sylvia. Both, she
saw, had knowing smiles on their faces

Rafaello caught her embarrassed expression as he started
the engine.

“They know we are newly-weds, he said. *We are being
permitied to leave early on that account”

“Oh,” said Magda, and busied herself with her seat belt.

“The journey back seemed to take no time at al. Perhaps,
thought Magda, it was the result of the champagne singing
in her bloodstream.

Back at the villa, as Rafaello helped Magda out of the
car, her heel caught on the gravel slightly. The steadying
arm that Rafaello put around her shoulder seemed to invite
her 1o lean back into him, finding that she fitted very snugly
against the smoothness of his tuxedo jacket. They walked
indoors.

‘Do you want to check on Benji?’ Rafaello asked. ‘I
expect Gina will be glad to go off duty.’

“Oh—yes," she answered. She headed upstairs, carefully
gathering the narrow skirt of her dress in one hand, con-
scious of Rafaello’s regard as she ascended.

In her room, having thanked and said goodnight to Gina,
she went to_gaze at Benji, fast asleep in hi
Gently she dropped  silent kiss on his forchead, her heart
filled with love for him, then tumed away, unfastening the
diamonds at her throat.

A sadness seemed to fill her at knowing the evening was
over. More than sadness—a restlessness she could not
name. On impulse she pulled back the heavy curtains and

ied the window. She leant against the sill, chin on the
heels of her hands, gazing out, letting the warm night air
sift over her face, scented with flowers.

She gave a litle sigh. The shadowed garden, shot with
a dim of light from her own window and one, she
assumed, from Rafaello’s, beyond hers, spread mysteri-
ously below. The sounds of the night came Soft to her ears
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She gave another little sigh. She had nothing to be sad
about, she knew. Tonight had been magical and its memory
would be treasured for ever, along with every other moment
she had spent with Rafaello di Viscenti. Wanting him so
much and knowing she would never have more of him than
she had now. He was not for her, nor she for him, however
beautiful he made her feel

“That, 1 should inform you, cara, is a very dangerous
position for you to be in."

Ve scEemE®n

.

4

CHAPTER EIGHT

The: deep voice behind her was a drawl, shot with hu-
mour—and something more. Magda started, drawing back
and straightening up, tuning towards him.

“L..1won't fall out,” she protested.

Rafaello sauntered towards her, hands in his trouser
pockets. He must have emerged from the bathroom,
through the previously locked adjoining door. Though he
still wore his tuxedo jacket he had loosened his tie, and it
hung on either side of his undone top shirt button. Magda
felt her insides turn over

“That was ot the danger I referred to," he corrected her.
It was this.”

He closed in on her. A hand slid around her back and
spanned her derriere.

‘It was projecting far too temptingly,’ he murmured
down at her.

“There was a light in his eye that made her insides churn
again

“Rafzello— she pasped faintly, trying to draw away
from him. But that only made the warm, devastating pres-
sure on her rear increase. As if unwilling to tolerate her
escape, he simply pulled her closer against him, moving his
hand upwards into the small of her back and curving his
other hand beneath the cloud of her hair to hold the nape
of her neck

She had no breath in her. No breath to speak, to protest,
1o exclaim—or even to breathe.

Rafaello smiled down into her face.

“There is only one way." he told her softly, ‘to end an
evening like this
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His head lowered to hers, and closed over her breath-
lessly parted lips.

He started 10 Kiss her.

1t had happened so suddenly she had had no time, no
chance, to do or say anything. One moment she had been
‘pazing out of the window into the Tuscan night, thinking
the evening was over, and the next Rafacllo had closed in
on her and was making love to her.

Because that was what he was doing—making love to
her mouth, his lips brushing over hers, moistening and lav-
ing, teasing them apart with his, sensually, devastatingly,
0 open her to him and take his fill of her

She was lost, so completely lost that the roof could have
caved in and she would not have noticed. His fingers
speared into her hair, kneading at her scalp. His other hand
slipped down over the soft mound of her bottom, and did
likewise to the silk-covered flesh there.

Sensation shot through her body like fireworks. His

sses were deepening, her mouth was fully open to him
now, and his tongue was meeting hers, tasting and mating
‘The blood pounded in her veins, her ears, and of their own

don her hands wrapped over his hard, lean spine and
held him close, crushing his torso against her breasts which
suddenly, extraordinarily, felt full and swollen.

He was murmuring something into her mouth, but she

ould make no sense of it. Could make no sense of any-
thing, only go on, and on, Kissing and being kissed

‘Then his arm was around her waist, his hand at her
shoulder, though his mouth never left hers, and he was
urging her forward.

“My bed." she heard him say. and his voice was a husk

she found her voice, dragged it up from the depths;

“Rafzello—please—I...I._

“Hush,” he said into her mouth. *Hush—it will be good—
this is right for us, cara—trust me. I want you o much.

His Kiss deepened again and almost, almost she gave
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herself 1o it totally, gave herself to everything he was
fering, everything she had never dared even dream about

But dreams were not real—and this was not realty. It
could not be. It must ot be.

‘She dragged her mouth away again, halting as he swept
her forward.

“Rafzello—no. Please—please listen to me—you don't
understand—

He heard the plea in her voice and let her draw away
but only 5o far as he could still hold her in the circle of
arms. His dark eyes searched hers in the low light

“Don’t be afraid—I will not hurt you. I know it has been
a long time for you, and that losing Benji’s father so tra
ically was hard—unbearable. But you must move on, em-
brace life again.’

Her eyes had widened at his words and she seemed to
be trying to speak, but he would not let her

“You are a beautiful, desirable woman—a whole new life
s opening to you now. The past is gone—remember Kaz
for the son he gave you, but now embrace life again.”

“There was consternation in her face now, and her mouth
‘worked until words came.

*Kaz? No—you don't understand—Kaz wasn't Benji’s
father,” she said faintly.

He stilled, as if she had struck him. “Then who—?" He
frowned—what was happening?

She felt his arms around her slacken, and drew back.

L. don’t know.”

His face darkened. ‘Come?

she swallowed. ‘I don’t know who Benji's father is. You
see—

He stepped away. Tension was in every line of his body

fathered him?”
25 a haunted look in her eyes, but he ignored it
Inside he felt a slow-burning fuse of anger ignite.
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“You have been with so many men you do not know
‘which one got you pregnant?”

“The biting harshness of his words flayed her. He could
see she looked stricken, appalled, but he struck again. ‘So
this Kaz you spoke of—this tragic loss—is just a sob
story—to Soften me?”

She took another step backwards.
stand,” she whispered.

His mouth twisted. *Ob, I understand, all right. T under-
stand the trth now. I thought o defend you—o prove that
my insults were untrue! But h
there is no excuse—none— y
preat that you could se a single
father for your child." Disgust filled his face. *Did you
never stop to consider the effect of your total irresponsi
bility upon an innocent child? Are you yourself not living
proof of the fruits of such imesponsibiliy? And yet you do

“You don't under-

it again, to your own son.”
“Benji has me!" she cried anguishedly. ‘I will never leave
him, nevert”
His fa
y needs a father.”
s something in his Voi
“A boy needs a father,” he said again. *And you have

that was bleak.

deliberately deprived your son of that right—he will not
even know who his father was! Or will you lie to him and
tell him this Kaz of yours fathered him? To shield him from
the truth of what his mother was?"

His voice was scomful, condemning. Angrily he strode
across the room, heading for the bathroom and his own
room beyond. He felt gutted, as though something won-
derful, something rare and surprising, had just turned to
milderw in his hands

As she watched him go Magda stood, reeling. From pas-
sion to fury in a few moments. She felt winded. But she
also knew that she had to go after him
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She reached the communicating door just as he was
to shut it, and held her hand out to halt him.
afaello,” she said, in a low, unsteady voice, ‘I don't
know who fathered Benji, it’s true. And I know that de-
priving a child of its father is a terible thing to do—
but..but... lease make allowances for Kaz.”

His face darkened.

“Kaz? You just said he was not Benjis father.”

Magda swallowed. ‘IUS true. Kaz wasn't Be
Kaz. She hesitated, then said it. *Kaz was Benji's
mother.”

He stared at her s if she had run mad. She forced herself
0 g0 on.

“Kaz was like a sister to me. We only ever had each
other in all the world. When...when the cancer came back
she went...a little mad, 1 think. She knew she was going
1o die before she had even begun to live. And she told
me...she told me... There was a tight steel band constrict-
ing her throat, making it impossible to breathe, to talk, but
she forced herself on. ‘She told me that if she couldn’t live
if she was poing d out as if she had never existed,
then she wanted...wanted to prove that she had existed—
that if she couldn’t live she would leave a part c
behind. Was it so wrong?” Her voice was a whisper
it so wrong for her to conceive a child any way she could
1o leave something of herself behind? How could I tell her
107 How could I, when I wasn't facing what she was
ing? All 1 could do was promise to raise her child and be
the mother she was not going to be allowed to be. She knew
1 would never abandon Benji—never—because I had been
abandoned myself. She knew she could trust me with him
S0 she gave him to me, just before...just before she died.”

‘The tears were rolling down her cheeks now, unstopy
ble, as the memories of her friend came crowding back
She stood there, her hand against the door, and could say
nothing more.
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“Then arms came around her, strong and protecting, and
gathered her up, and the tears flowed and flowed. She could
hear Italian being murmured, but al she could tell of it was
the comfort in his voice as she clung to him.

1t took a long while for the tears to stop. In the early
months, when she had stll been raw from Kaz’s death, with
Benji still 5o tiny, so bereaved, they had come often, in the
Toneliness of the night, but it had been a long, long time
since she had cried—and never with anyone to comfort her.

At last there were no more tears. Rafaello slipped his
arm around her shoulder and led her into his room. ‘Sit,”
he said, and there was a gentleness in his voice she'd never
heard before. He lowered her down to an armchair beside
the empty fireplace and hunkered down beside her. He took
her hands.

“Forgive me for my anger at you—I spoke in ignorance.”
His mouth twisted wryly. *As I have done before about
ly one thing 10 say—

* He paused a moment. I hav
that Benjt is a fortunate child to have such devotion from

“He is my son.” It was a cry from her heart

Rafaello pressed her hands. ‘He is your son.” he con-
firmed. *And your love for him shines ike a beacon in the
dark. You have taken him into your heart, and he is there
for ever now.”

He raised her hands to his lips. Something was singing

fe_him—something that sounded a sweet, clear n

He stood up, taking her with him, still holding her hands.

And then, in the dim light, he kissed her

It was a light kiss, as soft as silk, but when he kissed
her again, holding her hands against his chest so that she
could feel the warmth of his body through the palms of her
hand and the fine material of his shirt, his embrace deep-
ened.

“I desire you very much,” he told her softly. “Will you
stay with me tonight?”
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Her eyes were deep and dark.
“Rafzello—I...there is something you should know—
He smiled. *You have more secrets?" he chided. *Tell me

allr

She felt herself colour slightly. ‘A moment ag
thought me promiscuous and you were angry—"

He shook his head. ‘My anger was at the thought of your
irresponsibility in conceiv
his father. But,” he
self—well, I have k
not have, but...” he met her eyes with a rueful look ...it
came easily to me. Do not think me too conceited, but a
man with money is always attractive.”

“Especially if he like you,” Magda
answering with her own little tug of a smile

I definitely think me conceited,” he

.mmemn with a faint, wry smile. *But, whatever the cause,
T am therefore hardly in a position to criticise you if you

are as experienced as [ am.”

“Yes, but the thing is." she replied, embarrassed, dipping
her head so she wouldn't have to look him in the eye
however dim the light was, ‘I'm not experienced at all.

Her words fell into a pool of silence. Then, wordlessly,
e put her away from him, letting slp her hands.

why 1 said about Kaz not being Benji’s father
when you said I should not hold back for Kaz's sake,” she
went on, feeling mortified now. ‘I knew—I knew you
would obviously assume that 1 had at least sufficient ex-
perience to have become pregnant, but in fact I...I don’t
have any experience. None. Never."

Her voice trailed off and she wished, oh, just wished, she

Id disappear down a crack in the floor.

“You are a virgin?* There was something odd in his

She didn’t know what it was, she just wanted that
rack to widen, 5o she could slip away through it, boring.
unexciting, inexperienced reject that she was. She should

und herself
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have remembered that Cinderella returned to her rags at
midnight. Of no interest whatsoever to a sopt
worldly, experienced man like Rafaello di Viscenti

“'m sorry,” she said miserably.

“You are Sory? There was that odd note in his voice
again. She stared down at the floor, her fingers twisting in
the fabric of her skirts.

“Then, suddenly, he had stepped towards her again, and

s long, cool fingers were siding either side of her jaw,
tiling her face up towards him.

“Don’t you know," he said softly, ‘that there is only one
thing to be done with a virgin?

She gazed at him, her breath catching. He was just so
perfect—his dark, beautiful eyes, his silky black hair, his
sculpted, sensual mouth

“Seduce her..." he breathed. “Take her body...” His fin-
gers slipped into the softness of her hair, teasing the deli-
and the graceful fall of hair,

cate border between her cl
touching, oh, so lightly, the lobes of her cars. ‘Take her

body touch by touch, by touch...” His fingers drifted along
the line of her jaw, the length of her throat, with such feath-
ering lightness she thought she must die of s...by
ss...by kiss." Each word was murmured against her eyes,
fluttering shut, the comner of her mouth. “Until you have
taken her with you on that most perfect journey of all...”
His mouth grazed hers, and she lifted her face to him
like a flower, drinking in his nectar.
‘Will you come with me, cara, on that journey? Will
let me take you there?” He was kissing her as he spoke.
light, seductive Kisses that she could no more resist than a
snowflake melting on a warm cheek. There were only two
people in the entire world—herself and Rafaello di
Viscenti, the most beautiful man she had ever scen. His
hands were framing her face, his fingers teasing, his mouth
caressing hers with exquisite, feathered lightness. But be-
neath the lightness a hunger was growing. She could feel
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it, building in her veins, her head, making her mouth an-
swer his, taste him as he was tasting her, dis

‘world around her into nothing more than exqui

sensation.

She wanted it never to stop, but for all that it was not
enough—it was feeding its own hunger, its own yearning

Her body pressed itself against his, a slender wand
against his lean hardness, her palms caught between her
breasts and his chest.

She gave a little moan, deep in her throat, as he teased
open her mouth, releasing yet more and more sensation,
until she felt flame flickering throughout her body. She felt
er breasts quicken, swelling against him, and the sensation
was as wondrous as it was arousing

“Time slipped away. lost in sensation. There was nothing
nothing but this. Nothing but the touch of his fingers at her
shoulders, slipping the tiny shoestring straps over the cusp

each arm. and gently. oh. so gently. his hands warm on
her flanks, sliding the silky material of her dress down the
slender column of her body. He was Kissing her all the
while, but as the dress pooled at her feet he let her go and
stepped bac}

she stood there, the dark material spread on the floor,
her body bathed in the soft light from the low lamps. Her
instinct was to cover her breasts, but instinct was fighting

yet more powerful—to stand quite

still and let Rafaello’s eyes drink in the sight of her as a

thirsty man would drink purest spring water. So she stood.

lender silk-clad leg taking slightly more weight that

the other, the tiny line of her wisp of panties around her

narrow hips, her eyes huge and liquid as she displayed her-
self 1o him,

“Bellissima...” His voice was low, and husked. ‘Beauti-
ful—so beautiful...”

Her heart soared. To hear stich a word on his lips was a
pleasure so sweet, so melting she could not believe it.
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Am 17" Her words were a whisper.
bt it?” His hand reached out and slowly, with
traced around the swelling au-
her breast. It flowered beneath his touch, and a
shiver of pleasure went through her, a trembling in all her
limbs. His fingers m
the same office there.

‘Bellissima,” he said again. Then his hand slipped to hers
and, folding her fingers in his own, he led her towards the
bed

It was a dream, thought Magda—it had 1o be a dream
Reality this wondrous, this magical, could never exist. Yet

could it be a dream? The touch of Rafaello’s hands
‘was upon her body, laying her down upon the cool sheets
Pausing only to swiftly shed his own clothes—making her
first gaze in adoration at the lean, dark revelation of skin
and sinew, muscle and smooth, smooth fiesh, making her
her paze

lashes wash blushingly down over her eyes
‘worked downwards from his torso—he came and half lay
beside her, lowering his head to kiss, not her lips, but those:

swelling, aching
caress,

She felt her spine arch, lifting her breasts towards him,
and her hands reached for him, her fingers stroking into his
dark, silky hair. A Sigh of bliss eased from her as his tongue
and lips suckled her, laving her nipples, one after the other,
again and again, until sweetness was flooding through her.

et for all the sweetness, all the bliss, she wanted more.
Bliss was feeding bliss, arousing her yet more and more
and a strange, yearning aching was spreading through her
body, through every vein, every nerve, making her stra
towards him.

He lifted his head from her. His eyes were dark pools.
pupils dilated.

“You must take this journey slowly, cara mia, the first
time. It cannot be hurried, thi first flowering of your body.

bs that yearned again for his arousing
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And the waiting...” a slow, sensual smile played over his
parted lips as he dropped his voice *...is part of the jour-
ney.

‘As he spoke he moved his fingers to the soft underside

her breasts, grazing them. Then he let them trail down-
wards, across the flat planes of her abdomen, smoothing
along her lanks before drifting inwards to tease at the cen-
tral dip of her belly button. But even as his forefinger cir-
cled there the spread of his hand spanned the vee of her
legs, and all at once, instantly, achingly, she became aware,
for the very first time in her life, of the low, insistent throb
that had started up.

Did she give a little moan? She did not know, could not
tell. Could only tell that now his forefinger was moving
slowly, tantalisingly along the dark band of her panty waist,
back and forth, while the throb between her legs intensified
and the aching, yearing feeling became yet more and more
insistent.

He cupped the mound at her vee, and the sudden pressure
of the heel of his hand made her gasp, head rolling. He
pressed again, and then his other hand was at her thr
spanning upwards o her jaw, holding her stll while his
body moved over hers.

‘As his mouth came down she opened to him eagerly, and
the weight of his body seemed glorious and possessive. For
a long, endless moment he Kissed her passionately, his
tongue forging deep within her, mating with hers, and she
responded, excitement flaring within her like a hot crimson
flame. Then, just as suddenly, he withdrew from her.

*Ah, Magda mia.’ His voice was rueful. °I betray my
own promise and become greedy for you myself.

AS of itself, her mouth reached up for his. *T don’t mind.”
she said huskily, and tried to catch his lips as her hands
curled around his shoulders to draw him down to her again

But he lifted his head further back and smiled crookedly.
‘No. This first time is a dish to savour slowly—after-
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wards—ah, well... his voice rasped *...then we shall
see...” A deep, shuddering breath went through him as he
steadied himself, and for the first time Magda registered
that part of the hard, masculine weight resting on her was
very, very masculine.

Her eyes widened in recognition of the fact, and as if he

ould read her thoughis that crooked, rueful smile came
again. ‘1 must be gentle with you, cara, and feast upon

slowly.”

His voice dropped on the last word and sent a shiver of
anticipation through her. His smile became sensual, his
eyes speaking

“There are pleasures, my sweet one, in making
many ways. As T will show you

As he spoke his hand, which had been holding her hip,
gentled, and began to slide down her thigh. As it encoun”
tered the embroidered top of her stockings he g
frown

“What is this?" he demanded softly

He did not wait for an answer. Instead he started to slide
the silky fabric downwards, his fingers, as he did so, graz-
ing delic 2
was like having warm honey poured over her, she thought
and her mind dissolved into bliss. She felt her body relax
into the bedclothes, lose the urgent tension of the past few
moments, when it had been consumed by a need she could
not name.

nothing in all the world, except

this most exquisite sensation of Rafaello’s hands sliding her
stocking down her leg. When he reached the end, and

ed it aside, he retwrmed o pay attention to her other
stocking. His fingers played with the embroidered top, and
as they grazed along her inner thigh she felt her legs part
a lttle, falling open slightly. The delicious, exquisite sen-
sation of his taking the stocking off her came again, pouring
‘warm honey over every millimetre of skin. She sank back
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into the deep, soft bedclothes, her eyes fluttering shut,
ing herself to the sensation.

And then, as the second stocking was flicked aside, she
felt his hands drifting back up her leg time
when he reached the top of her leg his fingers went on.
prazing along the tender fiesh of her inner thigh, relaxed
and open now, as she lay abandoned to him, and begs
brush with tiny, insidious strokes clo
satin edge of her panties.

‘The sensation W :—if she had thought his
touch on her thighs exquisite she had known nothing. noti-
ing! A soft little moan came from her throat as his forefin-
ger came to rest on the plumped satin cupping the curling
nest beneath. Warm honey melted through her again, and
as his finger began its minute circling movements she real-
ised that it was not just the sensation of melting honey that
was flooding through her—her own body was responding
1o his intimate touch. She seemed liquid, molten, and as
the sensation became almost unbearable he intensified it
almost beyond endurance. His head lowered to her breast
again, his tongue laving softly at the aurcole, until her
whole body felt ke 2 warm, liquid flame.

“Then his fingers were picking at the tline of
her panties, shushing them down over her hips, sliding them
down her parted legs and casting them aside with her stock-
ings.

And then they retuned to where she ached for them to
be.

Tt was bliss, bliss beyond imagining, beyond dreams. Her
body moved beneath his hand, his mouth, and she felt that
‘warmth flooding through her more sweely yet, more yearn-
ingly still, until every fibre, every nerve ached with want-
ing,

With agonising slowness his fingers explored her silky
folds, eliciting yet more and more pleasure, until she was
faint with it
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“Rafzello...” Her voice was weak—weak with longing
weak with desire. She wanted, oh, she wanted... She did
not know. But the desire, the need for it was all-consuming.
“The need for him...him...to join with her, po
“Rafzello...” It was a plea, abject and full of d
hands had found his body. sliding across his shoulders, his
k. glorying in the muscled silk of his skin, wanting to
him down upon her, to draw him into her.
she was flooding—flooding with moisture and desire.
‘The flame of her body was twisting, aching, the sensations
at her breast, her body’s core, crescendoing, wanting,
“Rafaello— she said again, and this time, this time his
mouth came from her breast and plundered hers instead,
issing her deeply, oh, so deeply, that she pave another
moan in her throat and fed upon him as he fed upon her.
“Then he was moving over her, his fingers loosing from her,
steadying himself, his thighs warm and heavy on hers, hold-

ing himself above her as for one last, exquisitely tormenting

moment his finger centred on the tiny, swollen bud, vi-
brating it until the warm flame that was her body suddenly,
blissfully, seared into incandescence.

“The sheet of liquid fire spread out from her ignited core
and she gasped with delight and disbelief, for how could
such bliss, such ecstasy be possible? And as she did her

opened to him and he was drawn into her, piercing
and filling her as her convulsing muscles widened around
him and took him into her.

“There was pain, but it was flecting, pushed out by the
tide of ecstasy flooding through her, and she cried out, arms
‘wrapping around him urgently

He filled her absolutely, and as her virgin muscles
stretched around him the waves of bliss seemed to inten-
sify, and she cried out again, and again, into the warmth
and hunger of his mouth

“Yes,” he soothed her. *Yes. Yes, my beautiful girl”

she did not hear him, could not hear him. Could only

LA AN o [RCH -~ <L

‘Adobe Digtal Edtions:

T Docz.doc - irosot

o asores MY

JULIA JAMES 151

feel. Her whole body was sensation, wonderful, unutterable
sensation, which went on and on, ceaseless and without
end.

He took her every centimetre of the way, urging her on
with subtle movements of his body, with the kisses of his
mouth, the urging of his hands on her flanks as the tide of
biss took her on to the very end of her journey

“To leave her there, exhausted, sated, disbelieving, in the
shelter of his arms.

He smoothed the hair from her face, smiling down at
her, and she felt her heart melt as her body had done, into
warm, honeyed flame. A sweetness she had never known
filled her heart and soul.

“Rafzello...” Her voice slurred, but her eyes shone with
a luminescence that drank him in,

“Cara?” he said, and Kissed her softly

Her heart was racing, and she could feel its pulse in her
throat, her wrists

“Thank you...” she breathed.

“The smile came again. ‘It was
‘And yours, T think.”

His long-lashed gaze washed over her. He knew exactly
‘what she had felt, what she had experienced.

“Oh, yes!" she answered on a rapturous exhalation. “Oh,
yes

His mouth quirked. *And tell me, my beautiful litle vir-
gin-no-more, would you like to feel that way again?

Her eyes widened incredulously, and he laughed softly.
‘Did you think such pleasure comes only once? For you
his voice took on a rueful, envious tinge *...there is no
limit. But for me—" his voice changed "I ca
Tonger—'

He began to move within her, and Magda, eyes widening
in her ignorance of such matters, realised with a shock that
he was still as full and strong within her as he had ever

my pleasure,” he told her.
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been. He registered her reaction and smiled again—but this
time there was something wolfish in his smile.

“Do not be anxious, bellissima mia, you shall come with
me, be assured.’

He was a5 good as his word. As he lifted himself to
stroke within her she felt a surge of pleasure shaft through
her. She caught her breath, astonished at her sated body’s
quick recovery. He moved within her, deeper yet, and when
she felt the walls of her body resist, suddenly they yielded
again

she clutched him more tightly, clenching her muscles
around him, simultaneously tightening her arms around his
back

He gave his wolfish smile again. ‘More?’

‘The expression in her eyes gave him the answer he ex-
pected, and he obliged her yet again. But with every stroke
she could see, though her body was starting to focus purely
on its own renewed pleasure, that this was as good for him
as it was for her

He stroked again, and again, and again, and with each
stroke the surge of excitement thrust through her. She
clutched at his back, feeling the skin dampen as the pace
of his lovemaking increased. There was an urgency to him
now, and she joined him, as eager for him to find his plea
sure as she was to find hers again. Their bodies moved in
unison, her hips rising to meet his thrusts, her head thrown
back, feeling with each urgent, pulsing stroke that she was
coming nearer, nearer to something, something

‘Something that crested like a deep ocean wave, crested
and then thundered through her, shocking her with its in-
tensity, a surging, powerful breaker that caught her and
plunged her into a maclstrom of overpowering sensation,
seeming to roll her over and over, tumbling her, limbs
threshing, muscles convulsing, sensation bucking through
her, carrying her on and on and on.

‘She Iay in utter exhaustion, supine beneath him, and real-
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ised dimly that his dead weight was pressing down upon
her, the full length of his body. His heaviness was total,
his Timbs completely inert. For a long, timeless while they
lay together, still one but both cast away on the furthest
shore.

She was tired, infinitely tired. Slowly, heavily, her arms
fell from his back, collapsing on to the sheets. Her eyes
sank shut and she breathed in the scent of his body as slcep
took her.
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Sz awoke, it seemed, an aeon later. As she eased into

onsciousness her fist thoughts were confused. Where was
she? Where was Benji? Why hadn't he woken her as he
always did? Panicked, she hauled herself upright and
blinked, even more disorientated as she stared around at the
strange bedroom. And then total, absolute memory flooded
through her, and at the same time she became aware of a
dull, strained ache between her legs. But more pressing
matters asserted themselyes.

“Benjit” she cried out in alarm, and s if he had simply
been waiting for her call at that moment Rafacllo sauntered
into_his bedroom via the adjoining bathroom, carrying

Benji. Seeing her, both broke into smiles, Benji immed
ately reaching out his arms for her. Rafaello—clad only
Magda became immediately aware, in a pair of jeans—

crossed to the bed, bared torso very clearly
lowered Benji down to her.

‘Maria has given him his breakfast and got him clean
and dressed.” His eyes swept down over her. “You were
tited, cara, and 1 let you sleep.”

Magda bent her head, feeling heat stealing into her
cheeks, and busied herself embracing an enthusiastic Benji
But s so0n as he had reassured himself of his mother's
presence he climbed off her and started to burrow under
the bedclothes. Magda wished she
Looking Rafaello in the eye right now was not
she felt she could d

y. cara?” he enquired softly, recognising her reaction.

He found it enchanting. Swiftly, Rafaello’s mind worked

back, trying to recall any similar instances of past partners

display, and
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preeting him in the moming with a becoming flush, down-
cast eyes and a general air of shy confusion. There were
none.

Al his previous women had been highly sexually con-
fident females, knowing full wel their own attractions. He
couldn’t imagine any of them ever having been shy about
going t0 bed with him—or anyone.

Magda was a million miles away from any of his pre-
vious women.

And not just because of her virginity. Or her shyness.

Just what it was about her that made her so different he

ldn't work out yet.

But he'd find out

He lowered himself to the bed, noting with inner humour
how she automatically jerked her legs away from him be-
neath the bedclothes. Placing his hands on the mattress ei-
ther side of her thighs, he leant forward.

“Buon giomo,” he said invitingly, his eyes gleaming
softly

‘She didn’t seem to know what he wanted. 5o he showed
her.

A soft Kiss of preeting, just brushing her tender mouth
and then withdrawing. As he drew back he saw her flush
had mounted, and she stll could not meet his eye.

He smiled, and saw her gaze flicker momentarily to his.

“There is 1o need for shyness, cara. You are a woman
now.”

Yes, he thought, and I have made her so. An amazing
feeling swept through him at the realisation. It was quite
extraordinary. She that poor,
scrawny, unlovely creature whom no man would look at
once, let alone twice, into_something....someone....who
‘would turn heads wherever she went.

A strange sensation moved inside him. He did not know
what it was—it was something he had never felt bef
and he wondered at it. His eyes
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ing at him so shyly, so uncertainly—and et with a hunger

in her eyes for him that he was sure she did not realise

blazing through her embarrassment. The hunger he rec
sed, for it mirrored his own. He started to lower

1o hers again. She looked so good, lying back ag!

pillows, even if the bedclothes were ciutched up to her chin.

He reached forward with a hand, meaning to draw them off

her 50 that he could see her lovely, delicate body in the

‘warm morning light. And more than see.

A head pushed itself out from under the bedclothes by
his elbow and a tiny hand landed plumply on his, where it
pressed into the mattress bearing the weight of his inclining
torso. A gurgle of infant laughter burst out of Benji as he
crowed a his achievement, emerging from his hiding place.

Rafaello sat back, wry resignation in his face. There
would be no lovemaking this morning, he could tell
Immediately he started thinking how swiftly he could con-

vey Benji into Maria’s care, so that he could get Magda to
himself again.
But not yet, it seemed. Benji wanted to play. Especially
ith this interesting new addition to morning playtime. He

crawled across to Rafaello and deposited himself on his lap,
chuckling and making jigging movements to encourage
him.

“He wants you to bounce him on your knees,’ said
Magda, finding_her voice at last. At least talking about
Benji was possible—he was a safe, neutral subject, and
nothing. nothing whatsoever to do with what Rafzello had
been talking to her about—which, right now, she couldn’t

th—not at all, not in the slightest.
ke this? enquired Rafaello, and twisted round so that
he was sitting at right angles, with his feet on the floor
again

“Yes. You hold him on and play *“This is the
lady rides”,” explained Magda helpfully

‘She ran through the game with him, explaining how the

ay the
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lady rode very timidly, and the gentleman rode very sol-
emnly, but then the farmer rode with a huge and exagger-
ated bumpety-bump which reduced Benji to peals of laugh-
ter.

And Rafaello, to0. Magda watched him repeat the game
at least five times for Benji, and her heart simply tumed
over and over in her chest. He looked so beautiful, with
his smooth, lean forso. not an ounce of fat on him. his
strong arms holding Benji firmly but with such care, and

his face, his face, with its sculpted planes and laughing
mouth, and his dark, beautiful eyes crinkling at the corners,
and his dark, silky hair flopping over his forchead

Her heart went on turning and tuming and turning.

She felt so happy she thought she must die.

But not so happy that she wasn't still filled to the brim
with total, absolute shyness about what had happened

‘Thank goodness Benji was there! After the fifth repeti-
tion she lifted him from Rafaello, taking great pains not to
actually touch the man who had swept her to paradise last
night, terrfied that if she did it would immediately be ob-
vious to him that what she longed for right now was for
him to sweep her there all over again.

“Thar's quite enough, you little monster.” She nuzzled
affectionately at Benj. ‘IUs time to get up.’

‘She was about to throw the bedclothes aside and stand
up when she realised with a flush that she had not a stitch
on. She froze.

Rafaello took pity on her. He got to his fee.

LIl take Benji downstairs. We'll be on the terrace. Come
and have your breakfast there with me."

He scooped Benji from her, taking far less pains than
Magda against touching as he did so, and she felt her skin
quiver where his fingers brushed her bare arms as she tra
ferred Benji to him. Only when he had definitely left the
room did she dare get out of bed and dart through into the
bathroom.

Find

—-ox

S SR
CIGICY  stndag
S 20100822





[image: image80.png]% Adobe Digital Editions

Jstart

READING

8 THE ITALIAN'S TOKEN W

She stopped short, seeing her reflection in the bathroom
mirror

1t was her body—and yet not her body. She stood, gaz-
ing, seeing the fullness of her breasts which surely had not
been there before. There was a curve to her hip, t0o, and—
this she was definitely not imagining!—there were soft, lip-
shaped discolorations on her throat and breasts. As if in
answer to her own thoughts she became aware of the dull
throbbing between her le

It really happened, she thought, her eyes pazing at her
reflection in amazed wonder. It really happened

‘That deep, quivering lush of happiness suffused her
again, at its core a wonder and a piercing ache that made
er feel her heart was opening. A slow, blissful smile lit
her face. Whatever happened, whatever happened to her the
rest of her life, she would have this moment—this won-
derful, blissful, unbelievable moment—when the most
beautiful man in the world had taken her to his bed and
made 2 woman out of her.

Despite the residual soreness that remained from the
physical experience of that transition, she showered and
dressed on winged feet, filled with an overpowering longing
1o be in his company again. She did not know what the day
‘would bring—what any part of the future would bring. She

ly knew that now, right now, she just wanted to be with
Rafaello, feel his presence, and drink him in like a lass of
golden champagne.

On the terrace Rafaello was waiting for her. As she ap-
proached his eyes it with an assessing look, and she im-
mediately became super-conscious of the way the beaut
fully cut pale blue sundress she had not been able to resist
putting on from the huge selection that now crowded her
‘wardrobe moulded her breasts and hips.

‘she took her place and occupied herself pouring out cof-
fee. Benji glanced at her briefly from astride his new trike
before zooming off along the terrace.
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Rafaello leant towards her. His bare chest was like pol-
shed steel in the bright morning light

‘Well, cara, what would you like to do today, hmm?"

He might have been asking her as a tourist, but the ex-
pression in his eyes made it perfectly clear what he wanted
her answer to be. She felt the colour run up her cheeks
again

“Um, whatever you like
went on hurriedly, ‘But
or something?

Rafaello shook his head. I can think of nothing more
tedious,” he answered.

And it was true. The very thought of sitting at his desk.
expanding di Viscenti AG into a global empire,
most boring idea in the world. No, his world today was
centred here—on this extraordinarily enticing woman.

Benji came roaring back in true Formula One style, and

she answered confusedly. Then
't you have to go into the office

own. A dying woman had trusted Magda with her own
child,
He felt something constrict inside him. What did it ta

he thought, to do such a thing? It was a choice that had
cost her 5o much in material terms. For the sake of her
dying friend she had taken on a newborn baby, with no
sup er than what the state provided—no family,
barely any money, not even a home of her own to raise
him in. But she had done it—tumed herself into a drudge.
living in penury, because she would not turn her b
a helpless baby who had no one else to look after him.

Emotion surged through him.

Thank God I found her!

He had taken her away from all that poverty-stricken
drudgery, brought her here and released her, like a bird
from her cage, to fly on iridescent w

Find

—-ox

S SR
CIGICY  stndag
S 20100822





[image: image81.png]% Adobe Digital Editions

Jstart

READING

160 THE ITALIAN'S TOKEN W

warmth. Well-being
more—something mo

A hand planted on his knee drew his atention. Benji
wanted to climb up. He bent down and scooped him onto

s lap, marvelling at the solid warmth of the infant, the
way he trustingly snuggled up against him before turning

attention to the bread rolls on the table.

With a laugh, Rafaello fed him while Magda sipped her

ifee

“Another day at the beach,’ he announced decisively.
“That's what we all need.”

Benji would be in seventh heaven, Magda would be
happy and he—well, he would have another opportunity to
admire her swimsuit

oded through him, and something

‘More coffee?”

Magda shook her head. Part of her wanted to say yes
on sitting at the
st asleep, exhausted by the

because that would mean she
table. Upstairs, Benji was
pleasures of the seaside, and Rafaello had persuaded her to

entrust his safety to a newly-purchased baby alarm monitor
that even now relayed his deep, even breathing from its
receiver beside her pl

‘They were still out on the terrace, even at this late hour,
for the weather had turned even warmer and Magda
drinking in the glory of the Itaian night sky. A sc
metal on stone accompanied Rafaello’s getting to his feet.
He came around the table to her and held out his hand

“Bedtime,” he said softly

Her breath seemed to catch in her throat. She knew ex-
actly what he wanted—and she knew with all her heart,

ith all her body, that she wanted i, too. She wanted to
feel his arms 2 feel that hard, lean body
against hers, his tongue
moving over her, taking her step by step back
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‘wonderful, ecstatic, unbelievable, heavenly paradise he had
taken her to last night

I have waited all day.” he went on, looking down at her
with his dark, velvet wanting eyes. “For countless, agon-
sing hours...waiting for this moment, cara, when T would
take your hand and draw you to your feet,like this— with
soft, insistent and wind my arms
around you, like this— his arms folded her against him

d lift your face to mine and taste, ah, taste again that
honey from your mouth—like this—

His mouth lowered to hers, and with a litle sigh she gave
her lips to his.

1t was bliss, it was heaven, it was the stars moving in a
slow, insistent arc across the sable sy as his mouth moved
upon hers, opening her like a flower, to feast on the nectar
he sought

“Come.” he said again, “it is time for the night to be-
gin...’

Could it eally be, she thought, her mind a mist, her body
a soft velvet fire, 25 good again as it had been before? And
yet it was—and more. As he swept her inside his bedroom
she did not even go through to check on Benji— ‘He is
fine, cara—listen, 1 have brought the monitor with me—he
sleeps like an angel.” Rafaello breathed into her mouth as
he Kissed her again and again, and with each kiss, each
touch, lit flames in every portion of her body. peeling from
her the flimsy covering of her clothes until once again she
stood naked in his embrace.

He lowered her gently 10 the bed, parting her legs and
coming down, quite 2s naked as she, upon her.

“Dio, 1 will be as gentle as I can, but the waiting has
been hard—

He arched over her, his lean body like a perfect
eager to find its mark, his mouth plundering hers, then mov-
ing down to capture each peaking breast as his hands swept
down over her slender body. Hungrily he sought the rip-
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e of her body, preparing it for himself—preparing
r him. At his touch she moaned, incoherent with the
desire rushing through her.

His words echoed her own longing.
much—right now

‘She was like a pale flame beneath him, burning like a
lens, reflecting all her heat into him, his body

facllo—
ay my name. 1
cry it out aloud, to me, now, right now—

He held her poised beneath him and then, s if of their
own accord, her hips lifted to his, gyrating very slightly,
feeling his hard, powerful length ready to pierce her. He
needed no second invitation, and with a low growl he thrust

ithin her.

And then her body was welcoming him, remembering
him, moving around him, beneath him, clasping him to her
50 that he groaned again and lifted his head from her

“Dio—what are you doing to me? How can I hold back?
Cara—come with me—I must

He surged within her, and as if a match had been thrown
into driest tinder she scorched into flame around him. A
cry was wrenched from her throat, an answering cry from

T want you so

him, every muscle straining. Her head was
her eyes closing tight shut as wave after wave of sensation
broke like an unstoppable tide through her.

His possession was total—as was hers of him. She

clasped him to her, her hands folding and unfolding on his
smooth, muscled back, her arms reaching across its broad-
ness as she held him to her and he surged to the very utmost
of her limits.

“Rafzello! Rafacllo—"

1t was a dying fall, 2 homage to him, to his beauty, to

s possession, to her desire for him—and his for her, which
seemed so wondrous she could not believe it was really
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true. And yet it was true. As the tide of sensation gave one
final, blissful breaking through her convulsing body she
knew, knew that the intensity of what she had felt had been
as strong for him as it had for her. He had wanted her,
desired her as she had desired him, and the wonder of it
the glory of it, made her weak.

For 4 long, timeless while they lay together, wound in
each other’s arms, no words left, no words possible.
‘wanted nothing more in all the world.

‘she must hold this moment, hold it for ever—this sw
ness of bliss, this wonder of joy that was filling her and
flooding her.

Ilove you

“The words formed on her lips, welling out of her heart,
and she felt their power and their glory. But they were
silent words, breathed into his living skin, into her soul.

Ilove you

A silent promise. A secret gift.

Rafaello! No. Someone might sce’
“Who? There is no one for miles.”
“Shepherds—farmers—people on holiday."

He grinned, a wolfish parting of his teeth. “There’s not
a soul around, cara, 1o one to save you from me.”

He rolled her over on the rug, spread beneath shady
chestout trees in this most remote spot, a sheltered slope
with no habitation for miles. One by one he spread her
hands above her head and arched his body over her.

“No one to save you from me,” he echoed, the smile on
his mouth, the expression on his eyes, all portending one
intention only.

‘she gazed helplessly back into his eyes.

“I don’t want to be saved.” she breathed.

“Bene—the very words I want to hear. he
Slowly, infinitely slowly, he kissed her, and she thought
she would die of it, it was such bliss. He drew back a little,
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still arched over her, his palms pressed onto hers. Then he

ssed her again, his warm, wine-sweetened mouth moving

th leisurely exploration. She felt desire str yet again, and
wondered at it

‘They had spent all morming in bed together. She had
‘woken to discover that once again Rafaello had woken be-
fore her, and whisked Benji off to Maria. But this morning

stead of bringing him back to Magda he had returned
alone, informing her that Maria was taking Benji to play
with her infant great-nieces, and that he would be hay
and entertained and not miss her for a moment—which
highly convenient, as it happened, because right now
Magda would have no time, no time at all, for paying at-
tention to anyone else but him.

In the shuttered bedroom Rafaello had done what he had
wanted to do the day before—kept Magda enirely and ab-
solutely to himself, feasting and feeding on her without

end. It had been a sensual overload that

had melted every fibre of her body, dissolving the hours in
endless, timeless bliss until at last Rafaello had risen from
his bed and declared it was time, finally, to get up for the
day

If that had been his intent it had been unwise, thought
Magda, of him to have suggested that, since they were both
in the bathroom at the same time, they might therefore
shower together.

1t had been a long, long shower.

And now, after a luscious picnic in the most remote spot
Rafaello could find. she realised with a sigh of pleasure just
what he had in mind.

‘To make love in the open air, beneath a bower of green
leaves, the soft, warm breeze sighing in the gra
be Adam and Eve, she thought, in the garden of paradise.
As her needless fears of discovery melted in the irresistible
solvent of desire she gave herself to him in the dappled
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sunlight, gave herself utterly and entirely, all her being, all
her heart and soul.

she loved him, she knew. Knew that it could not be

erwise, that she was_helpless against its power. And
whilst the bliss and glory of it filled her, far below, in the
deep recesses of her being. she knew it was not for her.

Today and tomorrow she could have—whatever time
was 1o be allotted o her to have and to hold this most
beautiful of men, this most cherished of beings by her side,
in her arms. She did not know why he had chosen to change
towards her, had no answer for it beyond, perhaps, curi-
osity, whim, an impulse he had decided to indulge. But she
knew, however, that it would not last—could not last—that
it was some kind of dream out of time, a brief, impermanent
visitation of bliss that would flame like marsh fire before
extinguishing itself.

But she did not care. As she lay beneath him, her eyes
staring up at the mesh of chestnut leaves above them, his
sated body heavy on her, folded closely to her in her clasp-
ing arms, she knew that she did not care that it would not
last—could not last—that the end would come, and that she
‘would wake one morning to his final Kiss, his Iast embra

She felt his weight lift from her as he levered himself up
from her a little, shifting his weight onto one elbow. Her
eyes flickered to his and she gazed at him, helpless with
her love for him.

‘she hoped he did not see it. Hoped it did not show

Idly he plucked a long blade of prass and trailed it along
the side of her check. The slight tickling sensation after all
she had just felt made her smile.

“Why do you smile? he asked softly, smiling back at
her as he spoke.

“Because I am happy.” she told him simply

His smile deepened.

S0 am I, cara mia, 50 am 1.” He kissed her gently. “Very
happy.”
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For a long, close moment they just looked at each other.
Looked deep into each other's eyes. After all they had just
shared—the absolute union of their bodies, the journey they
had taken together to the country of passion and desire,
then the. ntler, less tempestc

with a deep, abiding cer-
ainty that was far closer than all that had gone before. As
she gazed into his eyes, and he into hers, she felt a living

d flow between them. s, living bond.

And then, s a tiny, unks emotion began to
unfurl deep within her—an emotion she dared not acknowl-
edge, dared not give 2 name to—she saw his eyes veil
Withdrawing from her.

‘The moment was gone, and 5o was the emot

1t had been hope, and it had just slipped away

‘They took Benji with them on their next picnic, the follc

ing day, and although Rafacllo had to forgo the pleasures
of love in the open air in exchange for the pleasure of

secing Magda and her son enjoying themselves, he more
than made up for it on their return to the villa, as the sun
was lowering over the Tyrrhenian Sea.

With almost indecent haste he handed Benji over to
Maria, who had come bustling out of her domain at their
artival, slipped his hand over Magda’s and simply said,
Vene,” heading with her to the staircase.

Quite unable to meet Maria’s eye, merely able to pat
Benji’s head and tell him to be a good boy— He is always

. signora,” Maria assured her, with approval in her
-—Magda let herself be led upstairs.

She had the feeling that Maria’s approval was not just
for Benjis behaviour, but for theirs. Ever since Rafacllo
had transformed her from an ugly duckling the housckeeper
had radiated approval upon them both. Rafaello she fussed
over like a boy on his birthday, and presented him with
enough food at mealtimes to fatten him for Christmas—not
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that it ever made the slightest difference to his greyhound
leanness, Magda thought, her eyes lingering on his smooth,
hard torso as he slipped his shirt from his shoulders with
clear intent. And s for her, Maria simply beamed at her
‘whenever she looked at her, but her eyes
were eloquent.

And Magda knew why. She knew Maria thought that
something real was happening here. That this strange, tem-
porary marriage was becoming real.

But it wasn't. She knew that. Knew that deep, deep in
her bones, in her heart, in her mind, in her soul. As he
stepped towards her, the shuttered light in the bedroom
making his body bronze, she knew that Rafaello was
merely intrigued by her, that he was still caught up in the
unexpected pleasure of having turned her into, if not a
swan, then at least a praceful songbird—a litle street spar-
row he had touched with gold and taught to fly

And she was flying now. Lifting on wings of passion as
he stroked her sun-warmed skin and murmured soft Italian
words to her, bent to taste the sweetness of her mouth and
carry her to his bed as together they began to soar towards
the all-consuming sun and bur within its fiery heart

Afterwards he held her close, his arm around her, and
she rested her head upon his chest. His fingers played idly
with her hair. They said nothing, but in the silence Magda
found a peace she had never known before.

He took her out for dinner that evening, after Benji was
asleep and Maria had been entrusted with the baby moni-
tor—not that she didn't cast it a jaundiced look, Magda
noted with a smile—and they dined in a formidably elegant
restaurant with 2 wonderful view over the valley beyond
Magda sat there feeling like a princess in her blue silk gown
with diamonds around her neck.

But it was Rafaello who made her feel like a princess,
not the designer gown or the priceless diamonds—Rafaello.
‘The man she loved. But because she knew that princesses
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only lived in fairytales, not real lfe, she knew that although
she was not the ugly duckling any more, she was still

inderella—and the hands of the clock were edging to-
wards midnight

she did not know when it would strike. Did not know

Tong Rafaello would continue to be intrigued by her,
diverted by his own unexpected magic trick of turning a
drab, downtrodden char into a woman worthy of his atten-
tion—worthy of his bed. She knew he would never be harsh
10 her, never discard her cruelly, but she knew, with a deep.
terrible certainty, that one day the phone would ring, or an
e-mail would arrive, or his father would return, or he would
simply remember that his real life had nothing to do with
the woman he had hired to marry him so that he could get
control of the company his father had threatened to sell
under his nose.

‘And when it happened she would pack her bags, and pick
up Beni, and take one last, long look at the man who held
e heart in his hands—a gift he had never asked for, would
never even know he possessed—and g back to her real
life, taking with her nothing but memories, every one of
them a priceless, precious jewel to treasure all her da

“What s it7

His voice was low, penetrating her thoughs.

‘She made herself smile, lifting her wine glass. “Nothing.
1 was pitying people back in Britain. 1 saw an English
newspaper headline that said it was the wettest June for
years.”

Rafaello gave an answering smile. ‘Don’t think about
wet English summers—only glorious Tuscan ones!”

She set down her glass. “I'l remember this summer all
my life—thank you, Rafaello. Thank you from the bottom
of my heart.” She met his eyes, pouring into her expression
all her gratitude to him for granting her this magical fairy
tale o live in for a litle while

‘Something fickered in his eyes. She could not tell what
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it was. He gave a lttle bow of his head, an oddly formal
pesture.

“It was my pleasure, cara. And still is...’ He reached
across the table and took her hand in his, lifted it to his
mouth. His kiss was soft—his eyes softer

Magda felt her heart still, and just for a moment com-
pletely cease to beat. Then, as she pazed wordlessly at him,
it happened again. His expression was veiled and he set her
hand free.

“Tomorrow," he announced, °I show you Firenze.”

A weight pressed against Magda’s heart as she continued
with her meal.

Florence was magnificent. The Italian Renaissance made
visible in stone and marble, oil and fresco, so rich with
treasures of art and architecture that it left Magda recling

‘And yet it oppressed her. Or something did. As she gazed
at the glories of the Ufizi she found herself longing again
for that magical day in Lucca, when Rafaello had waved

nd over her and she had appeared to him for
the first, most wondrous time in all her life, pleasing 2s a
‘woman

She did her best to hide her inner oppression. Not just
because she knew she had no right to make him feel un-
comfortable about her in any way—he had never asked her
to fall in love with him, never wanted her to—but because
it would simply waste one of these most precious golden
days with him.

50 she smiled, and feasted her eyes upon him, and re
elled at the closeness of his body to hers, the casual wrap
of his arm around her shoulder, the way he held her hand
as they gazed at the glories of the Renaissance masters.
And she crushed down the dull foreboding deep within her.

‘They were taking time out with 2 much needed coffec
on one of the piazzas—Magda half watching the world go
by, half watching the way the sinews of Rafaello’s bare
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forearm with its rolled back shirtsleeve combined such a
miraculous artistry of strength and grace as his hand cov-
ered hers warmly—when someone approached them

“Rafzello! Ciaol A stream of lalian followed, and
Magda saw that the chicly dressed female preeting Rafaello
was Lucia. Hovering at her side was a louche young man

ith tight curls and full lips.

Rafaello retumed the preeting civilly, and Lucia tumed
her attent

S0, you have been enjoying Tuscany to the full?” Her

‘e was pleasant enough, and M: odded, making an

appropriate reply.

Lucia’s head tilted very slightly in Rafaello’s direction.

“And all that Tuscany has to offer you, I expect—no:

“This time there was a clear alternative meaning to her
‘words. Magda found herself slipping her hand away from
under Rafacllo’s and managed merely to smile slightly, as
if she did not understand what Lucia had been so obviously
referring to. The woman shrugged slightly

“Well, enjoy what you can while you can. Now, do
please excuse me—Carlo is impatient to show me his latest
masterpiece.”

She tucked her arm proprietorially into the young man’s,
and with an elegant lttle wave took her leave.

‘Something that sounded like a dismissive rasp sounded
in Rafaello’s throat.

“Dio, to think she ever thought 1 would marry her!” He
glanced contemptuously at the man at his cousin’s side.

he doesn't seem to be pining for you,” Magda agreed.

Lucia was leaning into her lover now, making it clear that
was exactly what he was

Rafaello’s eyes suddenly flicked to hers.

you, cara, would you pine for me?"

‘The question had come out of the blue. Magda froze.

She dipped her head, unable to meet Rafaello’s eyes.
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L. don’t think y
you?

Her reply was low-voiced, but she tried hard to make it
unemotional. As she finished speaking she made herself lift
her eyes again, keeping her expression steady.

He was silent 2 moment, and for that instant he looked
into her eyes and she could not read his expression. She
felt frozen sill

“Then, with 4 little shake of his head, he said, ‘No, 1
‘wouldn’t want you to pine for me.”

“There was a note in his voice she did not know. It
seemed 10 her to be a warning. She slipped her gaze past
his, towards the medieval church on the far side of the busy
piazza.

How much human happiness and sorrow its stones must
have seen—and mine is just one more.

‘The thought should have brought her comfort

But it did not.

"d want me to pine for you, would

She knew at once the next moring that something was
‘wrong. When she woke Rafaello was standing by the wi
dow, looking out over the beautiful gardens of the villa,
bathed in early sunlight. He had his back to her and he was
wearing the same business suit he had worn the day he'd
married her. It made him look dark. and forbidding.

As he heard her str, he tumed. His figure was outlined
against the brightness of the day outside, and it came to her
that it was earlier than they usually woke.

“Magda?" His voice was querying. Then, re: she

ake, he crossed to the bed. He looked taller, more
austere as he looked down at her, freshly shaven and with
his hair subdued into crisp businesslike neatness.

“I must go to Rome. The board meeting takes place today
and 1 must be there.”

His voice was clipped, his tone impersonal. The Rafaello
she had come to know and love so deeply seemed a million
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miles away. In his place was the man who had paid her to
marry him, hired her for a job he could find no one else to
do. Something chilled inside her. Oh, she knew he was not
always this man—knew that the Rafaello who had made
her a fairytale princess was there still—but not today. Not
this morning. This Rafaello had put the other one aside—
it was time to go back to his real life.

“Oh,” she heard herself say blankly, lfting herself clum-
sily onto her elbow, keeping the bedclothes around her. “Of
course.”

He went on looking down at her. There was something
formidable about him standing there, looking like the rich
powerful businessman he was, as remote and alien as when
she had first laid eyes on him, cleaning his bathroom on
her knees

A frown creased between his eyes. He started to rotate
the gold cufflink on his left wrist

“When I come back,” he said abruptly, ‘we must talk
You understand that, cara?”

‘She nodded. A lump had formed in her throat, hard and
choking like an unswallowable stone.

Yes—

His mouth tightened. *We have been living in a dream,
these days together...’

‘The stone swelled in her throat. *Yes—

She tried to hide her expression, desperate for him not
1o see what she was terified must be there. He stood look-
ing down at her, his expression troubled. Then, with a sud-
den softening of his eyes, he spoke, and for a moment it

as Rafaello back again, the man who took her to paradise
and held her in his arms.

“L will take care of you, cara—be assured.”

‘Then, twisting his wrist, he glanced at his watch and
gave a rasp of displeasure.
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I have to go—'
He bent swifly, leaning his arm against the wall, and
dropped on her mouth one last, hurried kiss.
And was gone.
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MacDA was at the pool with Benji. Her heart was heavy.
Rafaello couldn’t have made it clearer that this golden.
magical time was over. Again and again she heard his
words echoing in her head—When I come back we must
tal

“They tolled like a funeral bell against all her happiness.
She did not need to be clairvoyant to know what it was he
wanted to talk to her about. Rafaello’s real life had re-
claimed him—the real life that consisted of him being a
driven, powerful businessman, with important things to do
in the world far beyond dallying with 2 woman he had
never intended to dally with in the first place.

she had known it would happen eventually. Yet all the
knowledge in the world about just how temporary her bliss
could be did not make its impending loss any easier to bear.
Her sense of oppression thickened, bowing her like a phys-
ical weight.

“The sharp click of heels upon the stone path approaching
the pool area made her turn her head. Her paze froze as
she saw Lucia approaching her. What was she doing here?
Every instinct told Magda her arrival was not happy

“Magda—1 have bad news.’ The other woman's voice
was staccato, and for a second Magda bristled. Then, a

she realised Lucia was not being
was Stff with shock.

“Enico has had a heart attack!”

A gasp escaped Magda, and she st
shaded lounger, sliding Benji to his feet

‘The other woman ploughed on. *He has been taken to

up from the
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hospital. Rafaello is with him. They do not know if h
live—

‘She broke off with a choke.

Magda stood there, not knowing what to s
poor Rafaello, she thought—what agony for him.

“I'm 50 sorry,” she heard herself say in a whisper. She
took 2 breath, feeling helpless as she said it, but knowing
she must, 'Is there anything....anything I can do?”

Lucia looked at her. She nodded.

“This is difficult for me to say.’ She paused, then went

1do not say this in enmity, you must understand that—
but...” She paused again, then continued, “The best thing
n do now is go.’

For a moment Magda thought she meant go to Rome, to
Rafaello, and then, as if a knife were suddenly slicing into
her heart, she realised that was not what his cousin meant

‘The expression on Lucia’s face was troubled, and she
seemed nfortable.

“Enrico needs Rafaello—and Rafaello needs Enrico. I
once thought...” She hesitated, then continued, ‘I once
thought that the way to bring them together again was
through Rafaello marrying me. 1 was mistaken. Rafaello
merely saw it as his father's ploy to control him—and he
will not be controlled. You, of all people, know the ends
he went to in order to escape being controlled by his father.
But now—Enrico may die. He must make his peace with
his son—and Rafaello with his father.” She looked Magda
straight in the eyes. “They cannot make their peace if you
are sill here. You must see that’

“The knife was sill slicing through Magda’s heart. But
through the pain she heard the inescapable logic of what
Lucia was telling her

“I must be able to tell Enrico—if he stil lives
are gone. Then he can mal with hi

“The pain was s0 bad Magda did not know how she was

Oh, poor,
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bearing it. As if it were visible in her face, Lucia spoke
again. Her voice was kinder this time.

I know it will be hard for you. You have fallen in love

ith my cousin. No, do not deny it—it was obvious from
the start that you would do so. How could you not? To you
Rafaello is like some prince out of a fairytale. But, though

ou will not thank me for saying so. he should not have
awakened you with his kisses. While you were...as you
were when you first came here...you were safe from him.
But now...” She sighed. ‘Oh, Rafaello does not under-
stand—he never has. Girls have been falling in love with
him all his life. He does not mean to be cruel, but he just
does not see it happening.” She ave a little shrug. “That
was why I thought a marriage between us might work—I
know him too well to fall in love with him, so he could
never have hurt me.”

She looked at Magda. Her dark eyes were not unsym-

pathetic. *You did not believe it meant anything to hin

you? You did not think that it could last, this brief affair?”

“The pain was running down every limb of Magda’s body
She tried to fight it, desperate to deny what Lucia w
ing to her despite the resonance it found so readily in her

wn heart

“I can't just go—without Rafacllo
want me 10 go yet..."

Even as she spoke she knew she was deceiving hersel.
Rafaello was not concerned with her now—he was con-
cemed only, 2s he should be, with his father.

Lucia was taking something out of her handb:
thing pale that fluttered as she held it out to Magda

“He asked me 1o give you this.’ Her voice was strained
and she would not quite meet Magda’s eyes. As she took

of paper and at it Magda knew why.
s a cheque. It was made out to her—for ten thou-
sand euros. As she stared, her heart crushed in a vice that

say-so. He may not
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squeezed the blood from every pore, Rafaello’s strong,
black signature wavered in front of her eyes.

Lucia was speaking again.

Magda forced herself 1o listen, though inside herself she
Id hear only a terrifying, deafening silence that just went
and on without end.

“Rafzello said...” The woman hesitated again, as if only
t00 aware what Magda must be going through. Said that
he would be in touch later, to sort everything out. But that
right now his first duty is to his father. He hopes you will
understand.... Her voice trailed off. I'm sorry, my dear.
You sce, he won't have realised what you have come to
feel for him. For him this marriage was always just

Magda could say nothing—nothing except a dull, broken
assent. The crushing weight in her heart was agony
Lucia was saying somethi n, glancing at her
watch
“Forgive me, I do not mean to...upset you further, but I
have merely stopped here on my way to the airport. I am
catching the next flight to Rome, so that I can be with Tio
Enrico if...if he still ives.” There was a strain in her voice
Magda could not ignore. “If it will not take you long to
pack, 1 can take you 1o the airport with me. Rafaello has
asked me to arrange your ticket and so forth."
ed pityingly at Magda, still standing there, Benji
gazing uncomprehendingly, clinging to-his

o linger." Her voice was as pitying
as her expr

‘With feet of lead, Magda collected her things and headed
indoors.

It was raining. Rain pattered on the thin roof of the caravan,
splattered on the glass in the windows. Benji whined irri-
tably at Magda’s knee.
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I know, muffin, it's horrid—all this rain. Perhaps to-
morrow will be sunny.’
A gust of wind caught the carayan. It was old, shabby
fe, and no one wanted to rent it on the beachside site
But that was what made it cheap—cheap enough to hire
for a month in high season. Cheap enough to buy
‘The enormity of what she was planning to do
Magda again, but she put her doubis aside. The south coast
just had to be a better place to raise Benji. There
was nothing for her in London—her bedsit was gone, and
50 was her job.
There’s nothing for me anywhere
Angrily she pushed the despairing thought aside. That
wasn't true; she stll had Benji
She stroked his head and opened up the jigsaw box, tip-
ping out the pieces. Refusing to let the memories come
back

‘They came all the same, crowding in, impossible to push
avay.
Rafaello. So impossibly beautiful, so impossible not to

adore. Rafaello holding her in his arms, smiling at her,
laughing with her, kissing her. Making love to her.

1t wasn’t love. It was just an affair for him—a dalliance.
She had known from the start it must end.

More memories rushed in, though she tried even harder
o keep them out. But they pushed in, piercing her like
knives.

One final memory, from the last time she had set eyes

him. He'd stood there, looking down at her,
grave. I shall take care of you—

Well, he had. He had taken care of her. Made sure she
had gone home with what she came for. Money.

“That was why she'd married him. For money. Money to
make a home for Benji. Not for love, for money.

she hadn’t wanted to cash his cheque, had resisted for
two weeks while she lived on the money she had got back
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from the airline company at Pisa airport after exchanging
Lucia’s business class ticket for a humbler fare. She'd
landed at Gatwick, not Heathrow, and on impulse had taken
the train to the south coast, found a caravan camp which
still had vacancies this wet summer.

But now she needed Rafzello’s pay-off to buy the cara-
van outright—make a home for herself and Benji, however
humble—and have a nest egg to tide her over for a while
As for the rest of the money Rafaello had promised her—
she knew she could never take it

Just as she had not been able 10 take the clothes he had
bought for her, nor the gold necklace he had given her.
Besides, they would hardly fit her lifestyle now.

‘She smiled, painful though it was to do so. At least she
had her memories.

‘They would need to last a lifetime.

Across the shingle the grey tide churned the pebbles, pluck-

and knocking. Benji was crouched down, picking up
the shiny sea-wet stones. His feet were in wellingtons, his
litle figure clad in a waterproof jacket. Rain swept in from
the west, slanting in chill, unrelenting strokes that stung her
cheeks and blurred her vision.

Magda stared across the bleak, drear English Channel.
Far out to sea was an oil tanker, ploughing its slow way
eastwards. There were no sailboats today, hardly anyone on
the beach. She had ventured out because she could stay
indoors no longer. Benji was pettish, refusing to be enter-
tained by anything. She was restless, heart aching like an
ague in her bones.

Day by day the reality of it was sinking in. Rafaello had
gone from her life. Gone completely. Gone as abruptly as
he had come.

Stemly she tried to pull herself together. She had no right
to mope like this. She was blessed with Benji, she had her
health, her strength—a home of her own. This would be a
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d place sh air, and the seaside on
her doorstep.

And here, at least, she could stand in the rain and the

ind blowing up the Channel and stare southwards, to-
wards taly, with a hopeless longing in her heart never to
be fulfilled

Her cheeks were wet. But not with rain.

Benji picked up one last stone, and threw it with all his
tiny might into the sea. It landed with a plop that was quite
inaudible in the noisy surf. Then, bored, he tumed and tot-
tered off.

Magda followed him, hugging her anorak around her,
facing into the endless rain. Her booted feet crunched the
shingle, slowing her down. Raindrops spat in her face. As
she pushed back her wind-whipped hair, twisting her nec}
10 try and refasten it into the clip it had escaped from, she
stilled. And stared.

On the shingle shelf, above the high tide, a figure
Quite immobile.

‘She blinked. Something caught at her.

She reached for Benji's hand blindly, halting him. She
went on staring landwards. The figure at the top of the
beach started to walk towards her. A gust of wind buffeted
her and she hung on to Benji's hand to steady him. And
went on staring.

“Time was slowing down. Slowing right, right down. The
rain seemed to be stopping, slowing and stilling in mid
flight. The wind dropped.

Silence drummed all around her. She felt Benji's fingers
pressing into hers. Felt him tugging her. She was unre-
sponsive. Her feet were leaden: she could not move.

Nor could she breathe. The air was solid in her lung;

‘The figure kept on walking towards her.

His face resolved itself, through the rain, through the
blurring of her vision.

‘she couldn’t move. Couldn't breathe

bring up Benji-
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“Then, suddenly, Benji's hand pulled free of hers. She
saw him totter forwards, arms outstretched

“Hello, Benji,” he said.

“Then he looked at Magda. His dark eyes pierced her like
a knife, cutting straight into her heart

“Come home," he said. He held out his free hand to her.
‘Come home, cara.”

she didn’t move, couldn’t move,

I don’t understand.’ Her words were a whisper, lost in
the wind.

His mouth twisted. *Nor did 1. Not when I came back
from Rome that night, to find you gone. Not when Maria
took one look at me and threw up her hands, saying that
you had set off after me that very morning. It made no
sense. And then she said youd had a lift—a lift from a
very helpful visitor.” His face darkened. *And when she told
me who your visitor had been—then 1 understood.” His
eyes shut, lashes sweeping long, before opening again
‘Dio! When 1 heard that 1 understood, all right”

‘She was swaying in the wind. It went right through her
bones, scouring her heart

‘How—how is your father?”

“My father? Ah, yes, my father. His voice was heavy.
‘Making an excellent recovery, you will be glad
from his non-existent heart attack."

She stared.

His mouth twisted again. *My father has the constitution

an ox. Don't you see? Lucia lied to you.

“Why?" Her voice was faint.

“Why? To get rid of you, of coursel”

She swallowed. Her voice was painful. “She could have
waited another day, then. It would have saved her a jour-
ney.

n darkened his brow. Carefully he set Benji down
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again, and while the litle boy fell with glee upon a gleam-
ing shell he straightened and demanded, ?
What do you mean?

didn’t work properly, but she made the words

on capisco:

ady warned me—that morning—that..that
you were goiny

He stared. “What is this you are saying?"

He seemed angry. She wondered why. *You said...you
said we would have to talk. I...1 knew what you meant.

“There was nothing in his face. Nothing at all. Then, very
carefully, he spoke.

“And what, cara, did 1 mean? Tell me.”

Her hands clenched in her pockets

“Rafzello, please. I knew—I knew, I promise you. I knew
that you were only being kind to me—that you had waved
a magic wand over me and...and decided to be kind, let
all it was—that

me have my little dream. 1 knew that w
it was not supposed 1o be more than that. 1 understood. T
did—truly.” She swallowed, then went on. *You gave me

fair warning—that day in Florence. You warned me then
that you would not want me to pine for you. T understood
then.”

He looked at her. There was something strange about his
face. She could not read it—but then all she wanted to do
was gaze and drink him in. For this was heaven, a tiny
minuscule sliver of heaven, beamed down to her by special
delivery to make another, final memory for her to keep and
treasure all her days. One last joy

She was drinking him in as a thirsty man would drink
water in the desert. Drinking in his dark, beautiful eyes, his
silken rain-wet hair, the beads of water on his lashes, the
strong column of his nose, the planes of his face, the
sculpted beauty of his mouth.

“You understood?” His voice was flat. Benji patted his
knee, proffering the shell. Absently he took it, murmuring
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hild. She watched him turn the shell over

something to the

in his fingers. His eyes went back to hers.

“You understood?” he said again. Then, with a savage
movement he hurled the shell far out into the sea. Benji
stared, open-mouthed with admiration at such might, and
tried to follow suit with 2 pebble.

His audience were not watching.

‘They were Kissing.

Heaven. Heaven had swept over her a
As the shell had left his fist Rafaello had reached
and crushed her to him

“Then understand rhis!" he rasped, and closed his mouth

1 hers

Magda’s eyes fluttered shut. She was not standing on a
sodden English beach, lashed with rain. She was standing
beneath the Tuscan stars, with the scent of flowers all
around her, the sweet Itafian air in her lungs, the warm
Ttalian night embracing her—and Rafaello—Rafaello kiss-
ing her

She clung to him. Clung to him in desperation, in delir-
fum, because it must be a figment of her imagination. It
must be. There was no reason for him to kiss her. No reason
for him to crush her So close against his lean, hard body
that she felt herself fuse to him. No reason for his hands
o cup her rain-wet head as if it were pret abaster.
No reason for him to speak into her mouth v
not believe—must not believe.

He let her go.

“Now do you understand?” His eyes blazed down at her.

“No.” she said faintly

“Per Dio! Then come—come home with me, and I will
spend all my life trying to make you understand. 1 love you
so much.”

‘She heard, but could not believe. He saw it in her face.

“Your doubt shames me,’ he said in a low voice. ‘T
thought T had made it 5o clear to you—every night we were
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ther. But then...” Hi ped even lower and he
her hands in his. *Even I did not realise what name to
e my feelings for you. They were 50 new to me—I could
recognise them. They confused me, made me question
everything. But they grew in me and grew in me until 1
saw them for what they were—and realised I must turn a
dream into reality. That is why I said T would't want you
1o pine for me—because there would never be a reason for
10 do so. 1 would tum the dream into reality for us
That is why I was so solemn that last morning—I
knew we must make our marriage a real one and that 1
would have to tell my father so. Tell him that even if he
never spoke to me again—severed all ties, sold the com-
pany to the first passing stranger—you would stay my wife
for ever—because 1 had fallen in fove with you and could
not live another day without you.’
She felt faint again, but it was bliss running through her,

King the breath from her body

“Did you truly not see it?” he asked, looking down at her

h disbelief in his eyes.

“How could I? How
happen to me?” There was wonder in her voice.

He smiled, and his smile was an embrace. *You are my
miracle, Magda. You and Benji. You crept into my heart,

1d 1 think such a miracle would

the pair of you, day by day, and now you are there for ever.
My love for you was in my eyes, my touch.” His expression
changed. “Lucia saw it that day in Firenze—saw that we
were in love with each other. And she knew she had found
a way of revenging herself for my rejection of her. She
determined to part us. So she came to you with that story
of Enrico’s collapse—oh, yes, I got the truth out of her,
spitting and snarling though she was by the time | managed
it. Lies, every word of it.”

“But_..but the cheque? She gave me a cheque from
you...

‘A growl rasped from his throat. *A forgery! She had gone
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through my desk to find a chequebook before seeking you
‘She knew it would convince you that I indeed wanted

u to leave Italy right away.” His face shadowed. ‘How

Id you believe her lies, cara?”

“She played on my fears,” said Magda achingly

His mouth thinned. “Just as she played on my father's
obsession for a grandchild and my own obsession with the
company. Trying to manipulate us all. Well—' his voice
hardened *—that is over now. I have warned her that if she
ever tries to make trouble again I will press charges for
fraud. But,” he went on, his voice softening, ‘that cheque
did give me the means of finding you at last”

Magda stared, not understanding. He gave her a wry
smile. I stopped the cheque s a forgery, cara. My bank
informed me the moment it was presented for payment, and
at which bank. That's how I traced you.” His voice changed
again. “You do not know what I have been through—every
day has been an eternity without you."

He pressed her hands so tightly that the pressure should
have hurt. But she could feel no pain. Only a happiness so
deep, 5o absolute that it consumed her very
could fairytales come true?

she looked at him, and all the love she had for him
blazed from her eyes.

He kissed her again, in sweet possession, and she folded
against him. As his arms wrapped around her, holding her
50 close she could feel his heart beating next to hers, one
last doubt assailed her

“Rafzello?” She lifted her face, ey,

He smoothed her hair. “Si:

“Your father—?"

is perfectly well. 1 told you—Lucia lied to you.”

“No—I meant—I...1 don’t want to come between you.”

He brushed her brow with his lips

“You have brought us together—finally, after so many
stupid, stubborn years.”

troubled.
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she looked at him questioningly.

“When he saw my despair when I could not find you.
my grief at losing you, something broke between us—that
cruel, hard wall that had separated us for so long. You
see... There was a catch in his voice as he went on, ‘I was
reminding him of himself—fifieen years ago—when my
mother died.’

‘She felt her hand clutch at him more tightly

I didn’t know—

“Her death drove us apart. It shouldn’t have—but it did.
T went...wild. I can see that now. And my father...he sim-
ply locked himself away inside himself. We both of us
prieved—but we could not reach out to each other, father
10 son, to comfort each other. And once the wall was built
between us, neither of us could undo it. Until now. It's
thanks to you, my beloved hear, that I have my father back
as well”

But still she was troubled. *He can’t want me—"

“Sir” He took a breath. °I told him, Magda—I told him
everything about you. How you took a dying woman’s
child to care for and love, how your loyalty to your friend,
‘your love for a motherless child, made you put aside your
‘own life, whatever it cost you. And he was as stricken with
remorse as I was—he begs your forgiveness, cara. And he
asks you if you will accept this, and wear it every day—
for him and for me.”

He reached inside his pocket and drew out an antique
ring box. There, inside, was a ring glistening with diamonds
and sapphires.

“I s the eternity ring my mother wore—my father gave
it to her as a symbol of his undying love. And I give it to
you—" there was another catch in his voice and Magda’s
ihroat tightened in response *—as a symbol of my undying
Tove for you."

He slipped it on her finger and the tears spilled out of
her eyes
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“Let us be happy for ever,” he said softly, and kissed her
quietly, lovingly, with all his heart

“There was a tug at his leg.

“Pick up!” demanded a little voice.

Rafaello stooped and scooped up the little boy and
hugged him close. And the three of them stood there, in
the pouring rain, in the gusting wind, beside the cold grey
sea, their arms around each other.

My family, thought Magda, and her heart turned over.

Rafaello hefted Benji onto his shoulders. The little boy
squealed with glee and clutched his bearer’s hair.

“Ouch!” said Rafaello. ‘Benji—don’t pull Papd’s hair.
Now you are my son you must be nice to me."

He started to walk fowards the shore.

“Come on," he called to Magda. *We have a flight to
catch. My father is desperate to make amends to you, Maria
and my aunt are desperate to get Benji o themselves again.
and 1—1 am just desperate for you!"

With the crunch of shingle under her feet she hurried
after them, her husband and her son. Her heart was singing
and it was 2 song that would never end,

LA
I\
<L





[image: image95.png]B Adobe Digital Editions -ox
weaoiNG 167 16/ 108 ] FEE
-

THE TALIANS TOKEN WIFE
i Nort Anarican ublce
pyrigh ©2003 by ua Ja
oy ani i

.

.

St Ve <lBemBs S2 N

DN o
L stndag
Adobe Digtal edtions | 2 Dac2.doc - icrosoft =





