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Georgia on hismind...

When Georgia arrived in Italy to teach English émyg Alessa Valori, she
felt everything was heading in the right directi@ut the minute she met
Luca Valori, Alessa's uncle and the famed ex-maomg champion, she
was thrown completely off track! Should she pretdrat she didn't feel the
same smoldering desire as Luca, and risk a lifemieegret? Or throw
caution to the winds, and maybe become lust anathleuca's conquests?
Whichever road Georgia chose to travel, both wegapested with one
clear warning: heartbreak dead ahead!



CHAPTER ONE

TAKE-OFF, the pilot explained with regret over the intercomould be a

little delayed. The plane bound for Pisa, full gxcéor one aisle-seat
halfway down the aircraft, rippled with a frissoh audible nerves from
some of the passengers, and smart flight attenaaetdated quickly to

give reassurances. The delay was due to nothing atamming than the late
arrival of a passenger.

Georgia leaned across the man sandwiched betweselfrend her sister.
'‘And here he comes!" Charlotte, half-asleep from tianquillisers she'd
taken, eyed the commotion glumly from her windoweatsas a tall,
dark-haired man was installed with ceremony adtossisle from Georgia.
Two of the female staff helped eagerly as he stangtand luggage away,
and Georgia stifled a giggle as she listened tovitiable exchange in
Italian.

'What's up?' said Tom in an undertone.

She leaned close to whisper in his ear. 'They'relogsing for the
accommodation. No room in first class. Shame!'

Tom relayed the news to his wife, but a wan smiées harlotte's only

response. Georgia knew that by this stage her sigteted nothing more

than to run from the plane and catch the next trtame. The engines began
to roar at last, the attendants moved to theirggadom Hannay took his
wife's icy hand and seconds later they were aidaorn

Georgia sat back in her seat as the plane climliyeathe clouds,
unafflicted by the nerves her sister suffered. &ineed to smile at Tom,
relieved to see Charlotte's eyelids drooping. Tihe\pere taking effect, and
in minutes, as Georgia knew from experience, hstesiwould be fast
asleep. Once the seatbelt light was off, the late@a got to his feet and
folded an expensive suede jacket into the overbeatgpartment. As he did
so a slim leather wallet plummeted from it into @Gpga's lap. She waited
until he'd disposed his long legs to his satistatithen leaned across and
handed back his property.



Gleaming blue eyes met hers with open admiratiGmazie.' he said,
smiling, in the deep, gravel-toned accents thatr@adad met often during
her dealings with the Italian male. 'It fell fronypacket—I trust you are not
hurt?'

‘Not at all," she said coolly.

'l regret | was late," he went on, undeterred. Othee delay cause you
inconvenience?'

'No, it doesn't,’ she assured him, conscious tloah Was listening with
amusement.

"You travel to Pisa only? Or do you go on to Flaeshi

Georgia took the flight magazine from its pouchping he'd take the hint.
‘To Florence.'

‘This, is your first visit there?' said the Italjaettling back comfortably in
his seat, so obviously prepared to chat that Gawsrgnackles rose.
Something about the man annoyed her. He was tod-lga&ing, too
confident of his own charms, too—everything.

'Yes, it is," she said shortly, annoyed by his aggion that she was
delighted to talk to him.

"You will enjoy it very much,' he stated, half- tamds her, a hint of intimacy
in his attitude which irritated her considerabFirenze is an experience
rather than just a town, you understand.’

She gave him a cool little smile, then looked upehef as the rattle of
trolleys put an end to the exchange. She let davtrhy ready for the meal
on its way to them, and out of the corner of hex sgw the Italian do the
same, a wry little smile on his lips.

When the familiar plastic trays arrived Georgid slislice of cheese into the
bread roll provided, tucked it into a napkin and puaside. 'Charlotte's
appetite usually wakes up when she does!" she nrathta Tom.



'l learned that early on,' he returned with feeliging the same. 'When we
got to Paris on our wedding day my bride demandeelalate, very large
meal via room service before the honeymoon couldfj¢o a proper start.'

Georgia giggled, then frowned as she met the hebdged blue gaze
trained on her from across the aisle. She turneayawickly, annoyed to
find her colour high, and grateful when a prettgltt attendant arrived to
dispense coffee, wine, or anything else the handdatacomer desired.

"You've made a hit there," muttered Tom, grinnimg his glass of wine.

Georgia sniffed. 'The passengers next to him are imgas just the nearest
female for his chat-up line. He must be a celelmityome kind, the way the
attendants are fluttering round him.'

'Face looks familiar,’ he agreed, frowning. 'Batih't place it. Not an actor
or something, is he?'Georgia indulged in a bitis€tet peeping round the
duty-free trolley, but the man's face was unfamili€ertainly got the
profile for it,’ she whispered. 'Complete with Rom@ose.' She caught a
glimpse of a long, slim foot in the kind of shoattlitaly was famous for,
then the flash of a gold Rolex watch, worn loos@@nuscular brown wrist,
as the man accepted a refill of coffee. 'He loddeduto thelolce vitathat's
for sure—and to people dancing to his bidding.’

'Shut up, Georgie,' said Tom hastily. 'He'll heaw.y

But a glance at the aquiline profile reassured Tike heavy, black-lashed
lids were closed.

The short flight to Pisa was soon over. As they eneir descent Charlotte
woke up right on cue, passionately grateful to fued ordeal almost over as
she devoured the cheese rolls that her companamhsdved for her.

The moment the plane touched down the eleganatiaias on his feet and
ready for the off. He gave Georgia a dazzling sm@ild a slight, deliberate
bow. 'Arrivederci! Enjoy your visit." He slung the suede jacket oore
shoulder and made a swift exit from the plane serad-off of farewells and
good wishes from the aircraft attendants and a $taadck from the pilot.



'‘Dear me," said Charlotte as Tom retrieved themdhlaggage. 'Whavas
that, Georgia? Someone important?'

'He thought he was,’ retorted her sister, grinning.

Charlotte, a different person once the plane haddd, was jubilant as they
waited for their baggage in the air terminal. 'Jastk at this gorgeous
sunshine!" she exclaimed happily. 'And we've gai Wmhole weeks of it,
Tom.' She sighed as they made their way to theingaitain. 'A pity you
aren't spending more than one night of it with@Georgie.'

‘A job's a job,' said Georgia blithely. '‘Besidesm; angel though he is, can
hardly want me tagging along.’

'Dead right," said Tom bluntly, grinning to take tdge off his words. 'l
love you madly, Georgia Fleming, but | want yowster all to myself.'

‘Tom!" said Charlotte, shocked, as the train bégamove off. 'What a thing
to say.'

'It's true,’ said her husband, unabashed.
‘Thank you, darling.' They smiled at each otherigly.

'‘Now don't go all sloppy on me, you two," orderegb@ia sternly. 'Have a
care for my youth and inexperience.'

Her sister hooted. 'l don't know about the lastlhit you're exactly eleven
months younger than me. Mother never spares Uy taies of her heroism
in surviving two babies in nappies.'

Georgia pulled a face. 'Another reason for stajamgy-free a bit longer!'

'‘Don't you like children?' demanded Tom. 'If notpity the poor little
beggars you teach.’



'‘Ah, but | can hand those back to their mothersnwd@hool's over for the
day!" Georgia laughed. 'Of course | like childrenliké babies too. It's the
reproduction bit I'm not keen on. Why wasn't | barman?"'

Tom Hannay gave her a long, slow scrutiny. 'Thevanso that's obvious.'
He put an arm round his wife's waist and touchedlips to her cheek.
'Politically incorrect it may be, but the women your family were all
meant to be just that—women! You: mother includéd,'added, with a
grin.

They arrived at the hotel in a blaze of sunshinekwturned the River Arno
into a flowing ribbon of gold below Georgia's windoShe leaned over the
balcony in delight, moving aside tubs of flowerdlsat she could stretch to
see the Ponte Vecchio in the distance and dritkdrbeauty and noise and
sheer vitality of Florence in one great heady,xidating draught.

She'd been teaching English near Venice for a wideemic year already,
but her love affair with Italy merely intensifies ahe grew to know the
country better. Even the stress and strain ofllimgtiEnglish into reluctant

little heads took none of the gilt off the gingexdd. She'd spent two
working vacations at the Venice school's summerpcanher student days,
before getting her English degree.

This, indirectly, was responsible for her preseheee right now, in the
summer, when the school year was over. One of beilsphad sung her
praises so much that a friend of his parents hatedo see her at the school
to ask if she would give his little daughter Enlgliessons during the
summer vacation. At first Georgia had been reludiagive up so much of
her holiday. But in the end the thought of a summduscany had been too
tempting to pass up and she accepted, after dfipgihat she must spend a
week at home first.

Georgia leaned on the parapet dreamily, her hestriberhythm with the
throb of traffic from thewutostradaacross the Arno as she gazed at the view.
Venice had been the realisation of all her dreahitsly. But Florence, with

its incredible wealth of Renaissance art, promiseslrpass them.



Charlotte and Tom were spending a night of luxueyehwith her at the

Lucchesi, then they were off to a Tuscan farmhdosdhe rest of their

holiday, to laze beside a pool and recharge ttstebes before returning to
London, where Charlotte, a legal secretary who'diegher boss, worked
for her busy solicitor husband.

For Georgia tomorrow would be different. Signor B@aardi was sending
someone to drive her to the Villa Toscana, wheneduties as English
teacher to young Alessandra Sardi would begin imately.

Deciding that a bath was the next thing on the dge®eorgia moved the
flowerpots back in place, then looked up in sugas Tom's anxious face
appeared above the stone patrtition that dividedakony from theirs.
'‘Georgia, come in here a minute, please!

‘Something wrong?'

'‘Charlotte's not feeling too good.'

Georgia raced next door in alarm.

'What's up?' she said urgently as Tom, wearinge bathrobe only a shade
paler than his worried face, let her in.

'She's throwing up in the bathroom," he said. 'Sjpeak the lingo, Georgie.
| think we need a doctor.’

Georgia went into the bathroom where her sister lvead over the basin,
sluicing cold water over her face.

'l just lost the cheese rolls," gasped Charlo#aching blindly for a towel.
"Take no notice of Tom— | most definitely don't desedoctor. You know
my stomach doesn't travel well. The taxi ride frthra station was a bit too
exciting for it.'

Georgia put her arms round her sister carefully lagld her close. "You're
shivering,’ she said sternly.



"You would be too, if you'd just lost the entirentents of your digestive
system!'

Georgia led her back into the bedroom to a veryi&drmrom.

'Darling, I'm all right. Really | am," said Chaitletas he took her in his arms.
'l just need a shower and some tea and dry bissugemething. When I'm
feeling braver I'll take some of that revoltingrsich gloop Mother forced
on me.'

‘Thank God she did,’ said Tom fervently as he dtemsheet over her.

Georgia gave the order to Room Service, made katdhere was nothing
more she could do for Charlotte, then went badketoroom to shower.

Later, in a brief, almond-pink dress, her heavy-sireaked hair framing a
glowing, lightly tanned face, she joined Tom andaditte to find the latter
still in bed, looking pale but less haggard, andhtiphant at having retained
the tea and toast that Georgia had ordered.

'Oh, Lord, Georgie, you look dwealthy,'groaned Charlotte.

'‘And gorgeous to boot," added Tom, with a leerwNgou're here, little
sister, I'll take a shower.’

Charlotte eyed him in alarm. 'Darling, shower iro@ge's bathroom, would
you? | might need ours in a hurry if | lose thestda

Tom Hannay assured his wife that he would do angtlm the world for
her, collected Georgia's key and took himself miexr.

'I'm so sorry, Georgie,' said Charlotte in rem@séer sister perched on the
end of the bed. 'I've rather put a damper on thihggn't face the thought of
dinner.'

'Of course you can't, said Georgia cheerfully, dhdist a strand of
gleaming hair behind her ear. 'We'll have a mediene instead.'



Charlotte looked guiltier than ever. 'l can't false thought ofyour dinner,
either. I'd much rather you and Tom went down ®rdstaurant. | can doze
a bit, and you and Tom can enjoy a proper meal.’

'But we can't just leave you here alone!’

'Oh, yes, you can.' Charlotte yawned and slid deap¢he bed. 'To be

honest, | quite fancy a couple of hours' rest onawy. | need to recharge
my batteries for tomorrow, and the drive throughtlals Tuscan scenery
they rave about.' Her face lit with a smile as Teame in, rubbing his wet

hair with the sleeve of his robe. 'l was just tejliGeorgia you must both go
down to dinner and leave me here for a bit to recoVhen she can order a
snack for me when you come up later.'

Tom protested vigorously at first, but Charlottendom over with the smile
he could never resist. 'l hate leaving you alorefig," he told her,
smoothing back her hair.

She held her face up for. his kiss, smiling. 'Dardtry, Hannay, this is the
only time in your life I let you dine with a gorge® blonde!'

Georgia wrinkled her nose in protest. '‘Gorgeotisel, lbutnotthe other bit,
please. Just "fair" will do.'

‘That's what they said about Helen of Troy—and labkhe trouble she
caused,' chuckled Tom. 'Any-way, my fair Miss Flegjigive me a minute
then we'll go down. | could eat a horse.’

When they arrived in the dining room only two taeere still unoccupied.
The maitre d'hotel led them to one near a windowressed his regret that
Signora Hannay would not be dining, provided thenthwmenus,
summoned a wine waiter, and left them alone to ntiagee choice.

'‘Good thing you booked,' said Georgia later as #teyrosciutto with slices
of perfect golden melon. She was halfway throughegrsalmon served



with a separate dish of tiny, buttery vegetableben Tom let out a
smothered chuckle as he poured Chianti Classicohiet glass.

'Don't look now, Georgie, but guess who's sittingtiate at the back of the
room!

'Who?' she said indistinctly, still too hungry te burious about anything
other than the contents of her plate.

‘The chap who held us up on the plane.’

Georgia glanced up sharply, to find a pair of lanit blue eyes staring into
hers. But to her surprise they glittered with atitibsshe could recognise
right across the dining room.

'He seems very interested in you," commented Tdtar & swift look.
'Perhaps he remembers you from the plane. Oddgkhdiooks a touch
unfriendly. Shall | stroll over and ask why he'argig at you?'

‘Certainly not," snapped Georgia, then smiled iolagy. 'Sorry, Tom.
Maybe he thinks he knows me. Which he certainlysdoat.' She went on
eating, her appetite unaffected. It would take ntbes a black look from
some self-important stranger to spoil such a dal€imeal for her.

‘The waiters are pretty attentive—just like thdsgon the plane,’ observed
Tom with interest.

'l wonder who he is?' she said idly, then laid ddven fork at last, with a
sigh. '"Mmm, wonderful.’

'Pudding?’

She sighed again regretfully. 'I'm tempted—nbutthanks, | won't. Let's get
back to Charlotte.’

'Right." Tom rose to pull out her chair. 'You cadey coffee for three with
Charlotte's supper.’



Georgia walked ahead of Tom through the dining ro@msing slightly as

her path led past the man from the plane. WilliegskIf to ignore him, to

her annoyance she found her eyes drawn like a maghés. Stiffening at

the unveiled disapproval in the cold blue gaze,rehehed for Tom's hand
hastily and hurried from the room.

'l wouldn't have caused a scene,' he protestdukifift.

‘Just making sure,' she retorted, still smartiognfithe experience. 'Signor
Sardi's paying my bill, remember. | didn't wantaip to broken furniture
on it.'

'No chance—the guy's bigger than me.' Tom ushezeditt on the second
floor. 'l gave him my best legal scowl. Never fhils

'Oh, let's forget the wretched man,' said Geosgparetly deeply dismayed
by the disturbing little incident. 'l won't drinkoffee with you, Tom. I'll just
find out what Charlotte wants from Room Servicenth think I'll turn in.
I'm tired.’

'Pity you couldn't have had a day's grace befoneggaff to the job.'

'l know. Never mind. I've been waiting to see Miamgelo'sDavid all my
life. He won't walk out of the Accademia beforedt gound to him," said
Georgia brightly.

Charlotte was feeling very much better after a raaqal full of enthusiasm
for the soup and toasted sandwich that she askedyi@eo order for her.
She chuckled when Tom told her that the impresial@an from the plane
had been dining only a few tables away.

'‘And looking daggers at our Georgie, would youda?' he added. 'l was
all for confronting him, but she dragged me frora thining room in case |
made a fuss.’

'‘Good move," approved his wife. 'As | remembérnetwas rather larger than
you, darling.’



‘All right, you two," broke in Georgia, with a yawif there's nothing more |
can do I'm off to bed.’

'‘Come and have breakfast with us on our balcomggested Charlotte,
kissing her goodnight.

Georgia found an envelope on the floor when shet wea her room. It
contained a terse message in Italian, instructangdibe in the hotel foyer at
eleven the following morning, when she would bdeméd for the drive to
the Villa Toscana.

Georgia frowned. The writing was quite unlike tie&dtMarco Sardi, who

had written to her twice during the past few weéks style infinitely more

courteous than the brusque note in her hand. Shggdd and dropped it in
a waste bin. Maybe it was a phone message whiclobagdomething in the
transcribing.

She filled a glass with mineral water from the dmedrigerator, then went
out on the balcony to sit for a while at the taiblere to enjoy the moonlit
night before going to bed. She had lied to Tom &being tired. She'd felt a
sudden, familiar desire to be alone.

She stared moodily at the improbable golden moaging over the Ponte
Vecchio. Why had the blue eyes of the unknowndtaheld such hostility?
Perhaps he was allergic to blondes. Yet the Resnaies-lorentine ideal had
been fair hair not too different from her own, tgbwith hazel eyes instead
of her own uncompromising black. Georgia's eyesevweethrowback to a
Spanish great-grandmother, and the contrast with Feeming hair was
striking. Normally it appealed to men on sight. Bot to the hostile Italian
stranger, obviously. Not that it mattered. She wakkely to meet him
again.

She sat looking at the moon until it dipped ousight beyond the edge of
the balcony, then went reluctantly to bed to spenelstless night, her sleep
troubled by blue-eyed monsters who stalked heutjitder dreams.



CHAPTER TWO

NEXT morning the sun woke Georgia early, and she hadasted, dressed
and packed long before Tom came knocking to anrethet breakfast for
three was waiting on the balcony next door.

To Georgia's relief she found Charlotte fully reemad and hungry for their
breakfast of yoghurt and fresh rolls spread witbsprves. When the two
coffeepots had been drained dry Georgia got upto g

"You've got the phone number of Villa Toscana, s@ gne a ring before
you go back,' she said as she kissed them bothgeod

'We'll give you a ring tomorrow!" said Charlottepiptly. 'Just to make sure
all's well.'

Georgia laughed, hugged her sister once more, wen off to join the
luggage that a porter had already taken down téoyer. No one, she was
told pleasantly, had yet arrived to collect herofgeéa went into the big
lounge, installed herself in a pink brocade chimingside a tall palm, took a
large pair of sunglasses from her bag and immensesklf in one of the
magazines from the glass-topped table beside hem Eme to time she
glanced up from the latest offerings from the #alcouturiers, but no one
seemed to be waiting for her.

She smiled at some of the excesses thought upelgetsigners, hoping that
her own sartorial restraint would meet with Sig8ardi's approval. Georgia
had long legs which she knew looked good in thedsamoured linen
trousers she'd finally chosen. With them she wiatddather shoes the same
gleaming chestnut as her large bag and a plairewoitton shirt tucked in
neatly. Her hair was caught back at the nape ohbkek with a silk scarf
striped in shades of brown and gold.

A few moments later Georgia glanced across at ¢leeption desk and
stiffened. A familiar figure was talking to one tife receptionists. The
hostile Italian himself, she thought angrily, andribd her nose in the
magazine, hoping that he'd be well out of the welpite she was collected
for the trip to Villa Toscana.



'Signorina Fleming?' enquired a startlingly fanmilioice, and Georgia
looked up from the magazine in surprise. The mamfthe plane stood
looking down at her, dressed in chalk-pale lineasers of superb cut, and a
shirt the exact colour of the unfriendly eyes tsta¢'d found so hard to get
out of her mind the night before.

She inclined her head graciously.

‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ said the man inicalpalian. 'l am Gianluca
Valori.'

The name had a familiar ring to it. Perhaps he wdasotballer. He'd
certainly announced it in a way which expected gadon. Georgia
preserved a dignified silence, raising her eydsgan mute enquiry through
the dark lenses of her glasses.

'l am to drive you to the Villa Toscana, Miss Flegii he went on, plainly
irritated by her lack of response. 'Marco Sardnigbrother-in-law. If you
doubt me, the hotel manager will confirm my identit

Her heart sank. 'That won't be necessary, SigntmrVaseorgia spoke his

language fluently enough, but with a slight Englesitent that she knew
most Italians found charming. This one, it wasmldid not. Nettled by his

attitude, she rose to her feet, hefted her bagirdadned her escort that her
luggage was waiting near the reception desk.

Gianluca Valori had only to approach, it becameals;, for any hotel staff

available to swarm with offers of help, and Geosgimodest amount of
luggage was borne off down the white linen runraed ffresh over the

red-carpeted front steps each morning. She wagtezhely while her escort
settled her bill, bade farewells all round, theharsd her outside to the
Lungarno della Zecca Vecchia where a long, crouchbiack panther of a
car lay waiting.

Good grief, thought Georgia in alarm as she sawluggage piled in the
back. I'm travelling irthat?



Her escort installed her in the passenger seathefsports car with
impersonal courtesy, then got behind the wheel anthin minutes, it
seemed to Georgia, Florence was left behind andwieee hurtling along
the All autostradaat a speed which frightened her silly.

'You are afraid?' asked the driver eventually, glagnat her colourless face.

'Yes,' she said tersely. '‘Could you slow down, s#€a0therwise | shall be
sick.'

He lifted one shoulder and reduced his speed $fighihere is no danger,
Miss Fleming." He smiled crookedly, the first sighwarmth that he'd
displayed since his frank male interest on the @aldnam an experienced
driver.'

'So am |," she returned, her colour restoredle.llBut not at such speed, nor
in a car like this.'

He thawed slightly. "You like the Supremo? It i finest achievement, |
think.'

Georgia's eyes narrowed. Suprenva®ori? Of course. The firm of Valori
was small, but it manufactured some of the moatrioxis, speedy cars in
the world, and the Supremo was the sports car ewveny dreamed of
owning. Valori racing cars were a legend in theldiof Grand Prix too...

She bit her lip in sudden dismay, casting a swiftparrassed glance at her
companion's forceful profile. Oh, dear, oh, deaw.Wbnder his name was
familiar. Gianluca Valori had once been one of thest brilliant racing
drivers Italy had ever produced. She'd even saarohitelevision, his teeth
a flash of white below the visor of his peaked aafhe sprayed champagne
in laughing triumph on the winners' rostrum.

You feel ill, Miss Fleming?' he enquired, frowniagher.

'No. Thank you." Just very, very stupid, she thauogterly.



'We shall be there shortly," he informed her. 'Vitla is near Lucca, a mere
thirty minutes from Florence.'

She nodded, tense, certain that the trip took nlogimzers twice as long as
Gianluca Valori in his Supremo. They bypassed th#ed city of Lucca,
then turned off at a more leisurely speed ontoreomaroad along a valley
through undulating hills, where from time to timstand of cypress pointed
dark fingers like exclamation marks on the horizzalling attention to the
unfolding vista. She caught glimpses of beautifoliges on some of the
slopes, then a monastery, before the Supremo rasetully down a road
which was little more than a track.

At the end of it Gianluca manoeuvred the Supremouidh gates leading
into a beautiful garden ablaze with flowers andahksing glimpses of white
statuary. And at last they drew up in front of as®very different from the
daunting Palladian building that Georgia had halpexted. The Villa
Toscana was relatively small, a perfect exampbdiitecture from the late
eighteenth century, with a strong Napoleonic flavoabout its
hyacinth-blue walls and white-painted shutters.

'We have arrived,' said Signor Valori drily, eyeimgr rapt face.

'Yes,' said Georgia hurriedly. 'Yes, of coursee §ave him a smile for the
first time, taking off her glasses to see the caanf Villa Toscana in all

their glory. She turned back to him, forgetting aaimosity for a moment.
'What an exquisite house!'

He stared into her eyes for a few seconds, thidld shoulder and looked
at the building, his face sombre.

'My sister had faultless taste. She oversaw thnason of the villa at
every stage.'

Georgia's eyes filled with compassion. So MarcaliZadead wife had been
Gianluca Valori's sister.

Suddenly a small figure in a pink T-shirt and sharame flying from the
house, and Gianluca Valori leapt from the car teegwthe child up into his



embrace, kissing her on both cheeks before todsngip in the air then
catching her again and setting her on her feet.

'‘Come, Alessa,’ he said as Georgia got out of Hre '&Velcome Miss
Fleming to your home.'

Blue eyes just like her uncle's surveyed Georgianfa small, pale face
beneath glossy black hair braided into a thicktpied with a pink ribbon. 'l
don't know how in English, Luca,' she informed hecle, eyeing Georgia
with reserve.

Georgia smiled as Luca Valori explained that Italeould do, since Miss
Fleming spoke their language very well.

'So until your lessons begin you may keep to Itgliae added, smoothing a
hand over the dark hair.

'Hello, Alessandra, I'm very happy to meet youd $&eorgia, holding out
her hand.

The child took it with a dignity far beyond her yea'Welcome to Villa
Toscana, miss,' she said with touching formality.

‘Thank you.'

A young man came to unload the car as Georgia dalkth the child and

her uncle into a ravishingly beautiful hall. Inlaidod gleamed on the floor
below half-panelled walls lined with green moirk.sDn one of them hung
a great gilt mirror which reflected the vivid colswf flowers arranged in
brass jardinieres on a pair of marble-topped tables

A smiling woman in a neat cotton dress came to eveke Luca Valori with
a flood of voluble Italian so rapid and accenteat theorgia was hard put to
it to follow it.

'Slowly, Elsa,' he teased. 'Miss Fleming speakslanguage well, but she
will not understand if you speak like a river iragg!'



The woman laughed, and spoke more slowly, aski@girgia would like
to go to her room before taking coffee or tea mm¢bnservatory.

'l would like to wash very much," said Georgia gfally, then turned to
Luca Valori. "Thank you for driving me here.’

He bowed formally. 'l regret | frightened you witty speed.’
'Did you go zoom-zoom, Luca?' demanded Alessa, gyakling.

'l did. But Miss Fleming was frightened, so | counlot zoom-zoom all the
way. Which is why we took so long to get here atlded, raising a sardonic
eyebrow at Georgia.

'I'm sorry | delayed you. If you're in a hurry tetgaway I'll say goodbye
now," she added coolly, and held out her hand.

Alessa giggled and nestled close to her tall uriclea lives here now—'
Her face clouded suddenly and a strong arm drewlbse.

Georgia dropped her hand, finding it difficult talé& her dismay.

'l stayed overnight in Florence to get some busingsne early this
morning. And for the privilege of driving you hexd,course.’ Luca Valori's
smile told her that he knew exactly how she felds glad to save Marco
the trouble of fetching you because he is busyytoNat,' he added softly,
'that a night in Florence is ever a penance. Lagithin particular, was
most interesting.’

'Franco has taken your luggage to your room, nsag] Elsa, to Georgia's
relief. 'If you will follow me, please.’

The bedroom allotted to Georgia was on the toprflefothe house. She
exclaimed in delight when Elsa threw open the diiaa room which was
on two levels, the first a small sitting room, gexond a bedroom reached
by a flight of four gleaming mahogany steps. Théremoom was papered
in a riot of roses with leaves of a rich, vibranten which was repeated in
the plain carpet. Two armchairs upholstered in k@beet flanked a writing



table with a lamp, opposite a pair of white-sh@tewindows. On the
balustraded upper level a white crocheted spreadred a bed which lay
alongside long windows framing yet another bre&ihtaview.

Elsa turned a small brass knob in one of the roseered walls and threw
open a door to reveal wardrobe space and shehlvas,climbed the steps
and opened a second door. 'The bathroom, Miss Rtghshe announced.
'When you are ready, please come down and | wie tgou to the
conservatory.'

‘Thank you,' said Georgia appreciatively, gazingwbat her new quarters.
‘This is utterly charming. Where does Alessandzas?’

'In the room next to yours, miss, and Pina, hese@maid, in the room at the
end.' Elsa went to the door, then turned. 'Everyails her Alessa, miss.'
She smiled to soften any suggestion of rebuff aadtwut.

Georgia went to wash, admiring cream marble ardigihgs. She brushed
out her hair, retied it, then paused, frowning at mirrored face for a
moment as she wondered what there was about tag@nise a complete
stranger. She shrugged, added a touch of lipsti@n went down two
flights of stairs to the hall to find Elsa, who enged from the kitchen
regions to take her through a formal sitting roofmeve French windows
opened into a short, glass- roofed corridor leading large conservatory
with a more relaxed atmosphere.

Cane furniture was scattered with bright cushionswspapers and
magazines lay on the numerous tables and greetsplate everywhere.
There were shirred blinds masking part of the wimslrom the bright noon
sunshine, but wide doors stood open to the gardeinste the sound of
running water lent an illusion of coolness to tlo¢ July day.

Luca Valori rose as Georgia joined him, but Alessa nowhere to be seen.
Elsa asked if the young lady would like tea, bubfgea requested the

strong Italian coffee she'd become addicted to,Edad went off to fetch a

fresh pot, leaving an awkward silence behind her.

'Please sit down,' said Luca at last.



Georgia chose one of the sofas, and Luca retumbib tchair.
'Is your room to your taste?' he asked politely.

'Yes, indeed. It's charming,’ Georgia assured fe@jng on safe ground
with the subject of interior decorating until sleerembered that everything
at the Villa Toscana had been chosen by his deter sEhe turned to gaze
through the half-veiled windows. 'The garden lotkeswtiful. Do | hear
running water?'

‘A trout stream runs through the grounds.' His auwftrled in a wry smile.
'How polite you are, Miss Fleming."'

She gave him a grave, considering look, and decadginst an answer.
'Where is Alessa?"

'She is with Pina, the young nursemaid who has béé&rer since she was
born. Alessa will join us for lunch.' He pauseckieg her soberly. "You will

need patience. | must warn you that she has notwilgarn English. Nor to
go to England with her father.'

‘Then must she?' Georgia looked at him very diyedtknow Signor Sardi
wants her to learn English prior to a few month&amdon with him. But
must she go with him? Surely Alessa could stay ,heiith relatives,
perhaps, until he gets back?'

Luca Valori's eyes iced over, as though he resenéedrespass into his
family's concerns. 'Marco's sister would take Adesglingly, but he cannot
bear to be parted from his child for so long. Theneshe must go with him,
and go to school in England for a while.' He heésda'Marco thinks it will
be good for her. | think so too.'

'l see." Georgia saw only too clearly. Her job vami be easy. So that she
could instil a modicum of English to make life eadior his little daughter
in London was why Marco Sardi had engaged herhButad made it very
plain that warmth and sympathy for his child wefréao greater importance.

"You like children?' asked Luca, watching her clpse



'Yes. I've always wanted to teach.' Georgia loakedvith a smile as Elsa
came in bearing a tray. "Thank you.’

The woman nodded pleasantly, then excused hecselfersee lunch.

Georgia poured strong black coffee from a silver ipto thin, flowered
porcelain, handed a cup to Luca Valori, then adsiggar and a dash of
cream to her own and drank thirstily, making notHar attempt at
conversation.

'Was your lover sad to part with you?' Luca Vakaid abruptly at last, the
harsh question startling her so badly that the ragied perilously in the
saucer.

Georgia laid it carefully on the table beside temtlooked up to meet the
blue, dissecting gaze head-on. Forgive me; | thimksheard you, Signor
Valori.'

He lifted one shoulder in the gesture that shebeggning to know. 'l think
not. | asked if your lover objected to surrendegng into my care. Are you
pretending he doesn't exist? You forget. | saw wdh him on the plane,
then again at dinner last night. | was surprisedmiiearned who you were.
Marco told me the young lady he had engaged woealftrde all summer
because her fiance was serving in Cyprus with tiitessB Army. Obviously
he arranged some leave.'

Georgia controlled a rush of cold, undiluted rdiye, he did not," she said
stonily. '"My companion, both on the plane and anhdr last night, was my
sister's husband. They were in the room next teerhin

Luca Valori stared at her incredulously. 'Is thige?' he demanded.

'Of course it's true!

His mouth tightened. 'Then | commiserate with #ay/4—both in her choice

of husband, and her sister.' Eyes blazing withadtst he leapt to his feet
and, without a word, strode from the room.



Georgia stared after him, open-mouthed, too adtedi$or the moment to
be angry. At this point Alessa finally put in anpaprance, followed by a
shy, dark-haired girl, and Georgia was forced tib Iperself together.

Alessa marched towards her purposefully, her faceewsed up in
concentration. 'Miss Fleming, my uncle regrets. He—'

'Has urgent business,' prompted the maid lovingly.

Georgia was deeply glad of it, so relieved thatdmile was warm enough
to dispel the girl's shyness. "You must be Pife 'said.

Pina nodded, smiling, then excused herself to §todhe kitchen.

'l wanted Luca to stay to lunch,’ said Alessa, ipgutthen fixed Georgia
with a mutinous blue eye. 'Are you going to stasisbns today, miss?'

‘No, not today. | thought you might show me roumdirygarden, perhaps
your room and your toys too. So no lessons.' Gammiiled gently at the

little girl. '"And my name is Georgia. | prefer that"miss".
'‘Georgia,' repeated Alessa, frowning. 'Is that aglish name?"

'l suppose so.' Georgia laughed. 'My father wali@gs, you see, so my
sister's name is Charlotte instead of Charles—CQCarlgpou—and when |
arrived | wasn't a boy either, so | am Georgiatead of George or
Giorgio—'

To her horror the small face crumpled and teamasted down Alessa's
face. She knuckled her eyes in misery and Geongiev the child into a

gentle embrace, making soothing, inarticulate reofecomfort until the

sobs lessened.

'What is it, darling?' she asked gently. '‘Can yune?'
'Mamma had—a boy baby—but they both—went to heavAtessa

sobbed, rigid and unyielding at first. But at Isisé abandoned herself to the
embrace, seeking comfort like a little animal ag $lurrowed against



Georgia's chest, her tears soaking through thesvghirt. Georgia held her
tightly, responding fiercely to the child's sorrow.

'Cry, darling," she said huskily. 'Let it all oubécretly she was horrified.
Naturally no one had found it necessary to telithat Maddalena Sardi had
died in childbirth, nor, she realised with forelbugli how recently it had
happened.

It was a long time before Alessa calmed down siffitty to detach herself,
at which point both of them were very damp and sheall face was
lobster-pink and swollen.

'l think we'd better change our shirts, Alessad §zeorgia. 'Shall we find
Pina, or can you take me to your room and show ferevyour clothes
are?'

Alessa thought it over at some length, then, withiauping little sob,
agreed to take Georgia up to her room. It was cimgnpainted pink and
white, with many educational toys and books, ad a®lthe collection of
soft dolls that Alessa showed her visitor with prid

'My clothes are here," announced the child, opeaingpite wardrobe with

scenes from fairy tales stencilled on the door.rGiachelped Alessa off

with the damp pink T-shirt, replaced it with a cleahite one, helped her
wash her face in the adjoining pink and white bathm, then asked her to
come next door to her own room.

"You may find a surprise in here," she told thieligirl as they went in,
Alessa's face lit up. 'A surprise for me?'

'‘No one else!" Georgia opened one of her bags aoki out a large,
gaily-wrapped box. 'There. All the way from Engldod Signorina Sardi.’

Alessa knelt on the floor, tearing off the paperdeeal a large cardboard
box. She lifted the lid with impatient hands, thpern them to her mouth, her
eyes saucer-wide with delight. A large, soft dajl inside, wearing a dress,



socks and shoes, her golden hair arranged in taidswhich hung to her
waist, and tucked in beside her was a small s@tcas

‘That's her wardrobe," said Georgia, changingangteeveless blouse. 'You
can take her clothes off and dress her in two iffesets. Do you like her?'

Alessa nodded vigorously, clapping her hands. '$hebeautiful,
miss—Georgia! You brought her all the way from Emgl for me?"

'l certainly did. Shall we take her from the bo®®@orgia smiled, relieved. It
was pure bribery, of course, to give a six-year-sltth an expensive
present, but, given the limited time she'd hawgetado know Alessa Sardi, it
had seemed like a good idea. And the doll had bedisll trace of the
child's tears. It had been worth it for that alottigught Georgia with
compassion as they went downstairs. Alessa danveadato display her
present to Elsa and Pina, then ran back to Getogsay that lunch was
ready in the conservatory.

'l shall call her Luisa, and she can have Lucase! announced Alessa, and
frowned. 'He couldn't stay for lunch, Elsa,' shid the housekeeper as the
first course was brought in.

Wouldn't stay, more likely, thought Georgia, conaémg Luca Valori out
of hand for disappointing his little niece. Anchié'd been away why hadn't
hebrought Alessa a gift too?

But as they were beginning on plates of delicicastg@ with mushrooms, the
first of the ceps, oporcini, much prized in Italian cooking, they heard the
sound of a car, and minutes later Luca Valori strodo the conservatory,
telling his ecstatic niece that he'd changed hisdnBusiness could wait
until tomorrow.

'l decided you were more important than any busihés told Alessa, then
looked across at Georgia, his blue eyes hardnfused what is important
and what is not. But only for a while.' Then he lsggphimself with appetite
to the pasta swiftly brought to him, and greeteel ¢thickencacciatora
which followed with equal enthusiasm. So did Geargi



It would take more than Mr Hotshot Valori to putrhaf her food, she
thought, especially when it was of the quality gerat the Villa Toscana.
And conversation was no problem because Alessaswéwrilled with her
English doll that it was the main topic for the hea

"You are very lucky,' remarked her uncle at onenpdi is a very beautiful
gift." He smiled at the little girl, his eyes damgi "You have not asked me
what / brought you.'

'Papa says | must not," said Alessa virtuously,dowibsity overcame her
good resolutions. 'What did you bring me, Lucai? ésdoll too?'

'No, it is not, and | think you shall wait untilishevening to receive it, now
you have such a beautiful gift from Miss Flemingeatly.'

'Her name is Georgia,’ Alessa informed him impdiyanand turned
enquiringly. 'Shall Luca call you Georgia too?'

'Of course. If he wishes to,' added Georgia seyehel smile saccharine as
she turned it on Luca Valori.

'How kind," he returned blandly, then turned tosske. "What are you going
to do this afternoon, little one?"

'Will you come with me in the pool, Luca?' she pled.

He patted her cheek regretfully. 'Alas, | am exipgca very important call
from Milan soon. Perhaps later, darling.’

'l could take you in the pool, Alessa,' offered Gy

The little girl looked doubtful. The new teachersaagbviously no substitute
for the glamorous uncle. 'Can you swim, miss—Ge#gi

'l certainly can. Can you?'

Alessa shook her head.



‘Then | can start teaching you. This very afternabyou like.'

Alessa clapped her hands in glee. '@bs—please,’ she added belatedly,
and picked up the doll. '‘Come, Luisa, we must fiida and change our
clothes.'

As Georgia got up she gave Luca Valori a cooElistmile. 'If you'll excuse
us, then?'

'No doubt I'll see you later," he said with ratbleilling significance.

Not, she thought drily, if | see you first. But@durse that was nonsense. If
Luca Valori lived at the Villa Toscana there wasway that she could
avoid seeing him.

She sighed. Too bad that the most attractive mei shet in her entire life
thought she was having an affair with her sistarsband. She'd have to put
him right on that subject as soon as possiblepanglst for her reputation’s
sake either, she realised, a militant gleam indyex. Open hostility from
any man whatever his nationality, was a new expedgand surprisingly
hard to take. Hurt pride, if nothing else, madmperative to try and change
his mind about her before she left the Villa Toscan



CHAPTER THREE

THE afternoon was a great help in Georgia's campaigmint the heart of
Alessa Sardi. The pool in the gardens was a ldigieey-shaped affair,
deep enough at one end for Alessa to be prohilited the water unless
accompanied by an adult.

'So | can only go in the pool with Papa or Lucaplained Alessa as she slid
into the water into Georgia's embrace. She shrigkthddelight as Georgia
towed her by the hands across the shallow end.

'‘Now you hold onto the edge of the pool and kickhwjour legs, then [I'll
show you how to move both legsid arms,' said Georgia, and moved off
through the water in the stylish breast-strokedslegirned at school. 'There,'
she said, thrusting her wet hair back as she sipooh the shallow end.
‘Now [I'll take your chin, Alessa, and you try topgome. That's right,
darling, relax—I shan't let you go."

With Pina for an admiring audience, the swimmirgsten proceeded very
successfully, ending in a noisy splashing sessmmhaagame with a ball in
the shallow end. When Georgia delivered the ligid up into Pina's

waiting towel she tensed as she saw a tall, brofigace dive cleanly into

the water at the far end, and, swimming with a péweeasy crawl, Luca

Valori was on his feet beside her in the shallow ®ithin seconds. He
smiled up at his excited little niece, then turtedseorgia. "You did well,

Miss Fleming. | watched the lesson from my bedraanmdow.'

Georgia, at close quarters to the spectacular bbtyca Valori, forgot any
idea of charming him in her hurry to get away. @ loves the water
fortunately. Please excuse me; | must shower apdhgrhair.’

For answer he heaved himself up out of the poal $ingle movement and
leaned down to give her a helping hand. Georgiafaragd to take it, and
let him pull her from the water, glad that her pldilack swimsuit was
functional rather than alluring as she hurried atlect her robe and wrap
herself in it.



'Pina says we have English tea for you, Georgal' Alessa from the folds
of her towel as the maid slid sandals onto thedthileet. 'And Elsa has
made little cakes.'

‘Lovely!" Georgia smiled at her warmly. 'Then | BHaurry through my
shower and meet you—where, Alessa?'

'In the garden, if you wish.' Luca Valori waved #rds a table and chairs
shielded by a large canvas umbrella.

'‘Alessa shall choose,' said Georgia lightly.

'The garden, the garden,’ chanted the child, anteémleadingly at her
uncle. 'You too, Luca.'

He bowed, laying a hand theatrically on his héhdbey your command,
princess.'

She laughed delightedly, then pulled at Georgiarelh'Hurry, then. Come
on, Pina.'

Georgia followed Alessa and Pina upstairs, prorgisombe down in the
garden as soon as her hair was dry. She stood umdest shower,
shampooed her hair and sat looking through the evirscat the Tuscan hills
afterwards, frowning as she wielded her hair-dry&r.some stage she
would have to take the bull by the horns and askalMalori what she'd
done to offend him, why her explanation about Toad merely made
matters worse. He might complain to his brotheram:IAnd the last thing
she needed was Marco Sardi's disapproval. It wduddrher standing at the
school in Venice any good if it was known that heispensed with her
services.

She grimaced at the thought as she put on a fiedkiwypolo shirt with her
linen trousers, slid her feet into thonged browndsds and left her hair
loose to finish drying in the afternoon sunshinlee Smoothed moisturiser
into her flushed face, added a touch of rose-brbpstick, then went to
open the door in answer to a peremptory knock. slewas outside,
wearing a vividly printed sundress. The dark haswed in bunches above



her ears, and her blue eyes were sparkling adstthed the new doll, who
was now wearing jeans and a T-shirt.

'‘Are you ready, Georgia?'

'l certainly am, Miss Sardi. Where's Pina?"

'‘Gone to tell Elsa we are ready.' Alessa slid alldnaad into Georgia's as
they went downstairs, chattering about how smartitsll Luisa looked, and

how much she'd liked the swimming lesson. 'Canwiensevery day?' she
asked eagerly.

'Of course—once we've done our English lessons.’

'Oh."' The small mouth drooped.

‘They will be fun, | promise,' said Georgia firmly.

In the garden the table was laid ready with a silea-service and a
coffee-pot, plates of petits fours and almond biscina stood hovering,
waiting for them, and Luca Valori, now fully dregs¢o Georgia's relief,

waited to pull out chairs for both ladies, whilen®ifilled cups and passed

plates.

"You enjoyed your swim, Miss Fleming?' enquired & uaccepting a cup of
coffee from Pina.

'Very much. It's a great luxury to have a pool a¢'s disposal,’ she said
politely.

‘There was no pool at our other house,’ said Alesgzking milk through a
straw.

"The restoration of this house was completed asdemtly," explained Luca,
his face shadowed.

So Maddalena Sardi had been allowed very littleetimenjoy the fruits of
her labours.



'l wondered why Alessa couldn't swim," Georgia spictly.

'Little one, why not play ball with Pina for a wilintil Miss Fleming has
finished her tea?' suggested Luca, smiling at ileisen

Alessa pouted for a moment, then nodded obedi€kiiyl. you come too,
later?’

'Of course.' He watched as the child scampered asass the grass with
Pina, his eyes sombre.

Georgia braced herself. 'Signor Valori, | needwoié upsetting Alessa in
any way. I've no wish to intrude, but would youkied enough to let me
know just a little about her mother, please?’

'Very well." Luca held out his cup for more cofféiladdalena died six
months ago, only a short time after the move téaViloscana. She was ten
years older than me, you understand, and strongairnd and personality
always than in body. Her physician was deeply coretwhen she became
pregnant again at the age of forty-three.' He phusewning. 'l am sure
Marco will not mind my telling you this.’

'‘Alessa told me she went to heaven with a baby Baid Georgia, staring
down at her clasped hands. 'It was—heartbreaking.'

'The exact word."' He cleared his throat. 'We wdlrdeartbroken. Marco
most of all, naturally. A husband cannot help beeélfguilt in such
circumstances." His voice deepened and grew hushky. sister was
determined to bear a son, but the result was tsaged

'I'm deeply sorry—' Georgia's voice failed. Teasng behind her dark
glasses, and she turned away from the surprisedeyes to look across the
garden to where Alessa was chasing a large colooad The silence
lengthened, broken only by the laughter of thedchs Pina lost the ball in
the' shrubbery.

'Miss Fleming, | have decided to say nothing to dddrsaid Luca at last.



Georgia looked at him blankly. '"Would he objechtp knowing the facts?'

"You mistake me. | meant that | would say nothimgtloe subject of your
brother-in-law.'

She stiffened. 'Signor Valori, there is nothiogay on the subject.’

"You will forgive me if | disagree,' he said siiijlthen looked up as Franco,
the gardener, came to announce that the Englishvi@s$ wanted on the
telephone.

'Speak of the devil," murmured Georgia, getting up.
Luca followed suit, eyeing her narrowly. 'Devil?"

'Nothing personal,’ she assured him. 'Excuse neasBltell Alessa | won't
be long.'

Georgia hurried into the house as fast as her legg could carry her.
Franco showed her into a smallstudy at the ba¢keohall, then left her to
talk in private.

As expected, Charlotte was on the line. 'Hurry sipwcoach," said her
sister. 'What took you so long? This is costingmuaey!

'l was in the gardens. You should see the plaee, ids a gem of a house,
with a pool and its very own trout stream!" Geongent on to astonish her
sister with the identity of the man on the plaresatibed the terrifying drive
from Florence to the Villa Toscana with a FormulaeCace at the wheel,
and, for the crowning touch, related Luca Valauspicions about Tom in
the role of Georgia's lover.

'‘But didn't you enlighten him—tell him about Jamet&manded Charlotte,
when she'd stopped shrieking with laughter.

'Of course | did. But he already knew about Jaraed, for some strange
reason the fact that Tom's my brother-in-law seetoedake things worse!
Anyway, enough about me. Are you better?’



Charlotte, it seemed, was feeling wonderful, thenfaouse was too
romantic for words, Tom was standing at her elbdewmanding to hear the
joke, and her phonecard was running out.

'Ring you again next week, before we go back,’ rrlotte, 'and,
Georgia, make sure—'

The line went dead and Georgia went back to thdegarfeeling suddenly
homesick. To her relief only Alessa was waiting lier. Luca Valori was
nowhere in sight.

'My uncle has writing to do," announced the ligie. 'Who was on the
phone?' she added inquisitively.

'My sister. She's on holiday here with her husbaiell, not here, exactly,
but not very far away. Now, how about a tour ofghedens? You can show
me all your favourite places.’

Alessa assented eagerly, proud and happy to shawgi@dhe trout stream

gurgling over the stones in its bed, and the kitchparden, where all kinds
of vegetables thrived under Franco's hand. Greaelia trees and other

flowering species strange to Georgia gave poolshafle where a statue
stood out palely here and there, and beds fullydfdngeas and geraniums
blazed bright in the sunshine.

In the farthest corner of the gardens, out of sajtihe house, a neglected
old summer house stood high on tall supports, laillen among a stand of
cypress. Alessa climbed the flight of rather perslavooden steps eagerly
and opened the door to reveal a hot room smellfrgun and dust, with
battered wicker furniture and a view of the distambnastery from its
windows.

'l love this little house,' said Alessa, throwingréelf down on one of the
chairs, 'but Papa says | must never come here.alone

Georgia could see his point. 'We'll come here togietWe could even do
our lessons here sometimes, if you like.'



Alessa's expressive little face lit up. 'Can wefahought you would want
to use his study.’

'If he wants that, then of course we will. But dwd prefer lessons in your
room, or the conservatory, or here, we'll ask leisrpssion, shall we?'

The child expressed delighted approval, to the tpointaking Georgia's
hand, unasked, as they went down the steps, hedokwalutched firmly in
the other. As they went along the gravelled drivéhe house Georgia felt
that she'd begun to make a reasonable start inimgnthe child's
confidence. And Luca Valori, it seemed, had nontie of running to
Marco Sardi with tales behind her back. Big of hghe thought as Alessa
chattered like a little monkey. Not that there wasything to
tell—something she'd make clear in words of ondabl¢ at the first
opportunity.

This came sooner than expected. Marco Sardi woaldhdme late that
night, Elsa announced to his daughter's intensgpd@ntment when they
got back to the house.

'He will come to see you in bed," she assured Algben smiled at Georgia.
'He asked me to welcome you to Villa Toscana, nassl has requested
Signor Luca to look after you at dinner. If heasel, he will see you in the
morning before he leaves for the day.'

‘Thank you, Elsa." Georgia smiled rather ruefullydinner alone with a
handsome man like Luca Valori should have been #unte to look
forward to. But, with his disapproval for compaitywas likely to be an
ordeal. Wondering if she could possibly plead iaignd ask for a tray in
her room, she discarded the idea regretfully. Apipidy it was taken for
granted that the young English teacher would edh whe family—a
privilege she had by no means been sure of. Itavoelchurlish to give Elsa
and her cohorts extra work. Besides, Luca Valoulaehink that she'd lost
her bottle.

She grinned as she followed Alessa back to theegafdr half an hour
before the child's bathtime. None of her friendsuldoever believe that
she'd had dinner with Gianluca Valori, the racimyetr who, during his



brief, shining hour of glory, had ranked with peopke Mansell, Alesi, and
the brilliant, doomed Ayrton Senna.

When Alessa pleaded with Georgia to supervise laghtime, Georgia
assented gladly, surprised when in return Pinaedféo unpack Georgia's
cases and put her clothes away for her.

Georgia agreed, delighted, far happier with a detbalf-hour in Alessa's
bathroom than a session of unpacking. After seva@ds with toy boats
through the bubbles she helped wash Alessa’s hack hair, then swathed
the child in a towel and cuddled her for a whilefobe putting the

diminutive nightie on her. Georgia brushed and ditiee long, lustrous
strands, her heart aching as the little girl leaagdinst her trustingly.
Wealth and luxury were no substitute for a moti¢re mere thought of
losing her own mother gave Georgia a sharp, physaia. And she was a
grown woman of twenty-six. What it must be like gochild twenty years
younger she shuddered to think, and hugged Aldesa.c

'I'm sure you can read very well for yourself,ds@eorgia diplomatically,
'but because this is our first day together, woud like me to read you a
story before you go to bed?'

Alessa, her eyes heavy by this time, agreed read#y papa read to her
when he came home early enough, she told Geongiaran to fetch an
Italian translation of collected fairy tales fromund the world. Georgia,
beginning to feel slightly weary herself after agoday of speaking only
Italian, summoned up her best dramatic style aseddPuss-in-Bootsvith

a different voice for each character.

When Pina came to see if Alessa was ready fordbedstayed to listen, her
eyes so loving as they rested on the child's faae®eorgia felt reassured
on one point: Alessa might have lost her mothetr she lacked nothing in
the way of love from this girl, not to mention Hether, uncle, and the
brisk, dependable Elsa.

When the story was over Alessa made no demur wimengid that it was
time for bed. She thanked Georgia without beingnpied, asked if she



might have another story the following night, amidhbed into bed with a
sigh.

'l was cross with Papa about the English teachetr.l Bke you, Georgia.
Do you like me?'

Georgia's eyes met Pina's over the glossy dark, logadl to see no hint of
jealousy in the maid's indulgent smile. 'l like yoary much indeed, Alessa.
We shall get on well together.'

The small head nodded, then burrowed deeper ietpittow. '‘Goodnight,
Georgia.'

'‘Goodnight, darling. I'll see you in the morning.'

To Georgia's surprise she found her clothes nog anpacked and put
away, but any crumpled garments neatly ironed.

'Pina, you're an angel,' she said out loud, ankielddhrough the selection
hanging in the wardrobe, wondering what was a Bl@tehoice for dinner
with a man who thought she was having an affaih\wér sister's husband.
She grinned, picturing Tom's mirth when Charlotsged the news on to
him, then took down a plain black linen dress agld it against her, eyeing
her reflection in the mirror-lined wardrobe. Jubke tthing. Drop pearl
earrings and black linen pumps and she'd be syitalier.

But dinner wasn't until eight. She would write t@mks, then read until
dinnertime. She ran a gloating eye along the rowaufks that Pina had
unpacked from her holdall. At the school in Venste taught one-to-one
lessons to adults most evenings, and was usuallyired to do anything
afterwards except watch television for a bit befatlng asleep. Here at the
villa she would have a rest after lunch, also gag of the day to herself,
and she meant to make good use of both.

The letter to James was oddly difficult. He hacagi@oved of the vacation
job in no uncertain terms in his last letter, whinad irritated Georgia, and
only spurred her on to accept, which made it ke Idifficult to describe her
present location in the glowing terms it deseng&ge bit her lip, trying to



conjure up his face, but an ineluctably Latin fagth blue, disapproving
eyes, kept blotting out James's fair, Anglo-Saveatdres. Georgia shooed
it away irritably, feeling disloyal.

Not that she was officially engaged to James. Sldedescribed him as her
fiance to Marco Sardi mainly because she loatheddaim boyfriend. But
the fact that she wore no ring yet was her owntfawdt James's. Her
reluctance to become an army wife was the stumliiogk. She wanted a
career of her own first, to see some of the waonldependently. Which
James found hard to swallow, but put up with beegws was intent on
making the army his entire career, and was wiltongrait for Georgia until
she was ready to settle down with him.

Georgia wrote a cheerful little letter at last, centrating on the flight and
the night in the hotel rather than on the glorieéshe Villa Toscana, and
picked up her book afterwards with a sigh of ratialty relief.

Georgia curled up in one of the chairs with Williellins's Woman in
White,and quickly became so enthralled that she shatfdhe chair at last
with only fifteen minutes to spare. She had to ywrachieve an effect so
impeccably restrained that Luca Valori would becéar to change his mind
about her.

At eight precisely Georgia was ready. Perfumed miade up with great

care—just the right dramatic emphasis for the eyldsh looked so striking

against the heavy, ash-fair hair she caught battkavblack velvet ribbon.

Other than her gold watch, the heafaux pearl drops were her only
ornament, and she eyed herself critically, feefitgased with the result.

Like a general going into battle she descendedtidies, ready to take on
the enemy, who appeared in the hall, right on ust,as she reached it.
Luca Valori was dressed in very much the same gayeahad been in the
morning, except that, tonight, shoes and trousessevblack. The shirt,
however, was the same shade of blue. Georgia sidktely, wondering
scornfully if he had all his shirts made for hinthat precise shade to match
his eyes. Poser!



'You look very elegant this evening, Miss Flemitg'ushered her into the
small, formal drawing room, where a tray of canagred drinks waited on
one of the marble-topped tables.

‘Thank you," she returned with composure.

He gestured towards the silver tray of bottles.aihould you like?'
‘Tonic water, please.’

His eyebrows rose. 'Can | not tempt you to an &ff&ri

'No, thank you. | rarely drink—other than a glagsvme with dinner.’
He shrugged. 'Then tonic water you must have.’

‘Thank you.' Georgia accepted the drink and sathdavaking no attempt at
conversation.

'‘Are you always as silent?' he enquired at last) tmiled slowly. 'But of
course you are not. | had evidence of that laghtnigvith the fortunate
brother- in-law you were very animated.'

'I've known Tom a long time." She looked at him resgionlessly as he
seated himself on the other side of the table.

'Evidently. But is your sister aware that your tielaship with him is so
very—intimate.'Luca gave her a caustic look, then drank halfglass of
wine he'd poured for himself.

The open implication in his tone put paid to anyplarations. Georgia
seethed in silence, abandoning her plan to win Na@ri round. Why

should she justify her behaviour to a completengea? If Marco Sardi
required enlightenment, fair enough. He was nog paling her wages, but
was a kind, fatherly man whom she very much regpedtom her short
acquaintance with him. But Luca Valori, other thgrhis relationship with
Alessa, had no right of any kind to sit in judgemen



She finished her drink and got to her feet briskbygnor Valori, I'm sure

you'll be relieved if | take myself off to my roomather than inflict my

company on you at dinner. Perhaps you'd ask Elsartd something to my
room on a tray?'

Luca leapt to his feet, a hand out towards hepoiay, then swung round
in surprise as a quiet voice from the doorway saigyust that will not be
necessary, now | am here, Miss Fleming.'

Both protagonists turned sharply to confront thekdired man who stood
watching them, one eyebrow raised.

'Marco! You are early," exclaimed Luca with a smikeno way discomfited
by the arrival of his dead sister's husband—unfiieorgia, who blushed
vividly in embarrassment.

Marco Sardi took her hand, looking amused. 'How ydoi do, Miss
Fleming? Ihadhoped you were being treated well in my absence.’

Luca shrugged gracefully. 'A slight misunderstagdinly, Marco.'

'l rejoice to hear it, Luca. Miss Fleming is ouregti and comes to us with
the highest recommendations. It would be a grégifshe felt it necessary
to catch the next flight from Pisa back to London.’

Georgia gazed at the drawn, clever face of MarediSath gratitude. 'Ah,
but I've made Alessa's acquaintance already, Sidgpendi. She is
enchanting. Unlesgouask me to go, I'd very much like to stay.’'

'‘Good. | am most relieved.' His dark eyes restedranface then the other.
'Please look after our guest, Luca, while | visyt daughter. Give me a few
minutes to bathe before dinner and | will join yamiswiftly as | can.'

Luca Valori smiled in reassurance at his brotheraw, then turned with
deliberate formality to Georgia. '‘Miss Fleming,dive me, | beg, or Marco
will make my life hideous—Alessa also."

Georgia inclined her head, deliberately gracious.



Marco Sardi looked from one to the other with apraging smile. 'Now, if
you will excuse me, | shall be as swift as possib#hall apologise to Elsa
on my way for holding up dinner.’



CHAPTER FOUR

THE dining room at the Villa Toscana was used onlytfiermost formal of

meals, Georgia learned. Family dinner, just likechy was served in the
conservatory. With an almost full moon lighting the garden the view
through the open doors was breathtaking and Ludariydao Georgia's

surprise, suggested that she might care to stutdliade until Marco joined

them.

She agreed cautiously. A walk across moonlit lawas better than sitting
inside together in fraught silence. And at first gilence continued as they
walked, Georgia determined that Luca should bditsEto break it.

'l wish," he said at last, the deep, gravel-tonetbre of his voice more
accentuated than usual, 'that | could turn thekchack to my first sight of
you on the plane.’

'Oh?' said Georgia without encouragement.

He gave her a morose, sidelong look as they pdoedlys'Before | realised
you were not alone. That you were with a man.'ifed a shoulder. 'How
could you not be?"

'What does that mean?' she demanded hotly.

"You are very beautiful—I meant nothing more thlatt he said, equally
heated.

'Oh." Georgia subsided. No one had ever calledbbautiful before. Not
even James. Attractive, even striking sometimesnbtibeautiful. Maybe
the word gained something in translation.

‘Do you intend to marry your fiance soon?' he askédr a while,
apparently forgetting about intrusion in her prevabncerns.

Georgia's instinct was to tell him to mind his olursiness, but, to keep the
peace, she shook her head. 'No. We're in no hétryéast, I'm not, she
amended silently. 'James is doing his six-maathlementin Cyprus with



the British Army. From his letters it sounds likéoa of fun. James plays
polo rather a lot.'

'Will you enjoy being a soldier's wife?"
'Probably.’

"You display little enthusiasm.' He gave her a ding look as they strolled
along the banks of the stream.

‘James is a career soldier. In other words, the &is life. | want to go on
with my own career for a year or two before | turto an army wife.'

Luca Valori gave his one-shouldered shrug. 'Ohéesttue reason a little
different? Because the man you truly want is mdrakeady?'

Georgia's hands clenched into fists. 'Signor Valoaim trying hard not to
lose my temper. But can't you take my word forhittyou're mistaken
about my relationship with Tom?'

'‘As was agreed before,' he returned coldly, ltosmy concern.’

She breathed in deeply. 'Right. Let's talk abomething else—politics,
religion, football; anything other than my loveelif

Luca stopped, and looked down into her upturnede,fduis eyes
unfathomable in the moonlight.

'Perhaps we should begin again, erase everythifagebéhis moment in
time.’

Georgia stood very still, hypnotised by the lookhia heavy-lidded eyes,
which were as dark as her own in the uncompromiklagk and white of
the night. She blinked at last, and turned awagpigg for the correct
words with unaccustomed difficulty, and in the éapsed into English to
make her meaning clear. 'If you mean that for timtstime | am here we
can achieve some kind of—of civility, then yesgtee.'



‘Civilta?' He gave an odd, brusque laugh. 'How very British!'

They walked in silence for a moment, then he gaseahwry, sidelong
glance. 'But what | meant, Miss Georgia Flemingswaat we should
continue our acquaintance rather more cordiallym€6 He turned,
beckoning her towards the house. 'l suddenly hageeat desire for my
dinner.'

'So have |. My appetite is a family legend.’

'‘Good. | like to see a woman eat."'

"Your cuisine here is magical,’ said Georgia, irmdiampt at lightness. 'I've
eaten everything put in front of me the entire ylaar worked in Italy, yet

I've lost weight!"

Luca laughed. 'l doubt that it is the same for gore. Perhaps you work
too hard.'

‘They don't give me my money for nothing at theosth agreed Georgia,
warming to her attempt at friendliness. 'l was guited at the end of the
academic year. To be honest, instead of coming teeteach Alessa, |
wanted to stay home for a while with my parents.’

‘Then why did you agree?'

'Signor Sardi's description of Alessa touched mgjdpose.’ She smiled
ruefully. 'l thought I might be able to help.’

"You were right—Georgia. Now that | am committedthas civility of
yours, you permit my use of your name?’

‘Yes.'
"You know my name is Luca.' He held out his hand.

Georgia hesitated, then put her hand in his, arddsped it tightly, looking
down at her in a way that made her uneasy, wongléfisomewhere,



somehow, she'd done something rash. She smileat;haat her hand, then
went in to find Marco Sardi waiting at the table.

'‘Good,' he said with satisfaction, looking from dodhe other. 'You have
called a truce, | see. Now, let us apply ourseltee€lsa's miraculous
cooking. Itis a long time since lunch.'

Georgia found, to her relief, that dinner at thdlaviToscana was a
surprisingly entertaining experience. In companythwiwo cultured,
intelligent men who drew her into the conversabarall topics, her attitude
towards Luca Valori gradually changed. Both menengnrprised when she
said at one point that it was deeply refreshingaee her views consulted
about matters some men thought totally beyond teespg

'‘But why?' said Marco Sardi, mystified.

'‘Because some men would not dream that intelligégsigdoehind such a
face. | think," said Luca, surprising her with msight.

'‘But beauty such as Georgia's is only possible vitteHigence illuminates
it," said Marco, then smiled kindly. 'We are makmg guest blush.’

But she wasn't really a guest, thought Georgia.elmesomeone he was
paying to teach his daughter. Marco Sardi was g e®urteous man.

'‘But then, Marco, you are used to the combinatibbrains and beauty,'
Luca pointed out. 'Maddalena possessed both indanaoe.’

Marco's face looked suddenly haggard. 'Very trmeisk her at théabbrica
as much as | miss her in every other way. Without this past week, Luca,
| have been hard pressed.’

'My sister and Marco handled the finances and safldsabbrica Valori
together," explained Luca. 'l am interested moredesign and the
mechanical side, but Marco is ruthless. He insistssending me off on
public-relations exercises. | was returning frone @m the flight to Pisa.’



'His name and face sell more cars than any othHes ggomotion we can
devise,' said Marco, making an obvious effort t@thoff his melancholy.

He looked at Georgia in enquiry. 'l assume you khoga was expected to
be world champion at one time?'

‘No, I didn't know that," said Georgia honestlyy'fdther follows the sport
avidly, but I'm not much of a Grand Prix fan mysdlhough | remember
seeing you on TV once, on the rostrum with the ushampagne bottle,’
she added to Luca.

‘That was before | yielded to Maddalena's urgingsratired to spend more
time with the company.' Luca's face was sobereiAthe madness of the
eighties, when the demand for our cars was sothi@thwe had problems in
meeting it, world recession hit our industry havde have always made
luxury cars, you understand—sports models withestigliilt with loving
care rather than by the robots of mass production.’

Marco leaned across and poured a little cognaclinta's glass. 'But we
weathered the storm, and others were rescued. Bitigsh Aston Martin

Lagonda, Georgia, was bought up by Ford, and Bugagtnow restoring
Lotus fortunes, but the new Valori Supremo is aigping all its rivals.' He
laughed. 'Did you enjoy your ride in it with Luca?'

‘Not a lot," she confessed honestly. 'It was dtgbant | realised who he was.
| was terrified!

There was general laughter, then Luca lifted a lsleoun the now familiar
gesture. 'My passenger's beautiful face turnedgree

At which Georgia's face turned pink. She got umding both men to their
feet with her. 'l think it's time | went to bed. Yaonust both have a lot to
discuss, and | must be bright and early for Alessaorrow. Perhaps you
could give me your instructions about her lessonthe morning, Signor
Sardi?'

'Of course, my dear.' He smiled at her kindly. $tane you will be good for
my daughter. | need not tell you how much she mé&anse. | am selfish to
insist on taking her to England with me, but | aquired there when our



London office opens, and must remain there unitilsalunning smoothly.’
His mouth twisted. 'l could not bear to be partemht her that long. Also
Luca agrees with me, that the change of scene Wdrile will be good for
both Alessa and myself.'

'l can understand that," said Georgia with sympathy
‘At the moment Alessa is clinging to everything figamn," said Luca.

'Which is why Luca is living here. She adores hisajd Marco simply,
‘which is also pari of the problem about Englartie &ants Luca to go too,
and of course he is needed here.'

'l do my best to paint my homeland in glowinglaars so she'll look
forward to seeing it,’ promised Georgia, then sthit both men.
‘Goodnight.’

'‘Goodnight, Georgia,' said Marco. 'Welcome to Villascana. | hope you
enjoy your stay here.’

'I'm sure | will. And | shall try hard to see Al@ssnjoys my stay too.'

'l will see you to your room," said Luca, and, afreo wreck the fragile
peace between them, Georgia made no protest. Skedvaith him
through the drawing room and the dimly lit hall,kimg a note of the light
switches he showed her on the way up both flighttairs to her door.

‘Thank you. Goodnight,' she said as they cameh@lta

'l came to learn whether you spoke the truth,' dd abruptly, and she
stiffened. 'AboufTony?

He shook his glossy dark head impatiently. 'Noéfuse to discuss your
sister's husband further.' He stopped dead, swedlpthen said gruffly, 'l
mean your intention to keep to the truce betweenTosobserve these
civilities of yours."'



She eyed him militantly. 'l rarely say things | @éanean. Contrary to your
impression of me, I'm a pretty straightforward safriperson. The truce
won't be broken byne— only for Alessa's sake.'

Luca smiled. And Georgia was glad that she'd tald dbout James. When
Luca Valori chose to exert it his charm was forrbida A fiance in the

background was an effective shield against it. §3dwe said softly. 'Life at
the Villa Toscana will be more comfortable that wa&pr all of us.' He

raised a slim black eyebrow. 'When you looked abm#he plane | thought
you recognised me.'

"Your face was familiar," Georgia admitted, theweghim a mischievous
smile. 'l thought you were a movie star."'

Luca's wide, classically cut mouth twisted in mddgust. 'No. Nothing so
pretty. | like grease on my hands.'

"Were you sorry to give up racing?' she asked ashjo

He nodded. 'Yes, very much. | would lie if | denigdBut then when
Ayrton Senna was killed | was devastated—qglad |le&dhe world of the
track behind. No one, | realised, is invinciblee KHhrugged. 'Valori no
longer build Formula-One cars for the Grand Pricwt. We concentrate
now on fast cars for the connoisseur.’

"Your family must be glad.'

His face shadowed. 'It pleased Maddalena. Sodhbdast, | was able to do
for her before she died.’

Impulsively Georgia reached out a hand to him,laatbok it. 'I—I'd better
say goodnight and get my beauty sleep—' She stobgtety her lip.

"You have no need of it," he assured her promatigl, Georgia withdrew her
hand, but Luca recaptured it, smiling. 'l think yate not accustomed to
hearing your looks described so. Have you heasshdiea della Robbia?’

She nodded. 'He was a sculptor during the Renassan



"You could have been the model for some of hisdace
‘Then I'll have to go and look at his work, if oyt of curiosity!

'l am willing to be your guide, whenever you wish#such a thing is
allowed within the terms of this truce?'

‘That depends on how much time off Signor Sardivadl me," she said
breathlessly. 'Goodnight.'

He reached for her hand, raised it to his lips kisded it. '‘Goodnight,
Georgia.' He held onto the hand, his grasp tighteas he straightened to
look down into her wary eyes. He moved closer ioatarily, his gaze
falling to her mouth, and her heart gave a thunienrher hand was free
and she turned away swiftly into the safety of ioem.

Georgia slept better than expected, all thingsidensd, but woke early to
keep her rendezvous with Marco Sardi at breakifeste conservatory. The
day was already hot, and the sunshine so brighstiediscarded jeans in
favour of a dress in thin black cotton dotted wighlow and white.

'‘Good morning,' said her employer, getting up apgroach. 'You look as
though you slept well.'

'l did, indeed. Good morning, Signor Sardi." Geagat down next to him,
helping herself to coffee as he indicated. 'l hedessa go downstairs with
Pina. Where is she?’

‘Luca took her into the garden so that we mightulis her lessons in peace.’
Marco Sardi held out his cup for more coffee. 'Maity | will not presume
to instruct you on your method of teaching, onlasi that you do not work
her too hard, and give her a long rest after lumdessa was far from
pleased at the idea of more lessons now schowekisfor the summer.’

Georgia smiled. 'Understandable! But don't worrygn8r Sardi. The
lessons will be short at first, and as much fup@ssible, | promise.’



'Fun,’ he repeated, with a wry smile. 'None of egchers ever made lessons
fun, as | remember. My friends, the Donatis in \éeniare deeply impressed
by their son's progress in English now he is youpilp But, far more
important than that to me, they said you were kamdi loved children.’

'l shall try to be Alessa's friend as well as temchpromised Georgia
quickly. 'A very easy task—she's an endearing child

'‘And the image of her mother.' He rose with a slgh,face set in weary
lines. 'And now | must leave. Thank you for risisg early for our talk,
Georgia. You shall report on Alessa's progressrated tonight.'

'Papa, Papa,' called Alessa, running in from threlega 'Look what Luca
brought me from London!

'Say good morning to Georgia,' admonished her fathe

Alessa obeyed hastily, with a quick smile for Gemrghen thrust out her
wrist, which was adorned by a small white watchhwérge numerals in
luminous colours. Marco Sardi admired it with tleguisite extravagance,
caught his little daughter up in a hug and kisssdam both cheeks, then set
her down as Luca, in a superb, handmade grey sdithe inevitable blue
shirt, came strolling in.

'‘Good morning, Georgia,' he said, with a smile.ustept well?"

She returned the smile with reserve. 'Good morrdislgpt very well, thank
you.'

'‘Come, Luca, we must be at Valorino by nine," $4adco.
'But first,’ said Luca, 'have you arranged timefoffGeorgia?'
Marco Sardi clapped a hand to his forehead. 'N@ve not!" He turned to

Georgia in apology. 'Weekends are yours, unlesesmigis occurs at the
fabbrica.If | am called away we shall come to some otheragement.’



Georgia assured him that for the short time sheldvepend at the Villa

Toscana she was quite willing to forgo any timeuwffil the end of her stay.
'l thought I'd spend a short break in Florencerafieds before term starts in
Venice.'

'You must havesometime for yourself,’ said Luca emphatically, then
glanced at his watch. 'But we can discuss thatabening. Come, Marco,
let me drive you—'

'‘No!" said his brother-in-law, completely withoutalice. 'We shall go
separately, as always. A waste of petrol, but kitdeny nerves.'

When they had gone Alessa looked forlorn for a mutmentil asked to
share Georgia's breakfast.

'l shall ask Pina to bring more juice and coffebg said importantly, very
much lady of the house, and soon they were eataghfhot rolls spread
with butter and preserves, washed down with freahge juice and strong
black coffee diluted, for Alessa, with a great dafahot milk.

'‘Good,' said Pina, when she came to clear away. hége eaten well today,
Alessa.’

The child looked surprised, as though she hadnitew how much she'd
eaten, then asked Georgia when they could go swaghagain.

'After our morning lesson,’ said Georgia firmlyeaing herself against the
entreaty in the gentian-blue gaze.

'l thought we would start tomorrow,' said Alessaéfally.

"Your papa wants you to start today,' said Geotgking the coward's way
out. 'So after breakfast we'll do some lessonermMards we'll go for a walk
in the garden, and after that we'll have a swinotgefunch.’

Alessa, as Georgia fully expected, proved to beghbpupil. And, because
Georgia produced several visual aids in the shpdhatographs and her
own brightly coloured drawings, Alessa enjoyed fiest lesson. In a



surprisingly short time she knew numbers and Igttend could introduce
herself in English and say a short phrase or twe. \8as astonished when
Georgia said that it was time to finish.

'‘Already? Can | speak Italian now?' she demand&tkasgia put her things
away.

'Yes, of course. But English only during lessonign8rina Sardi.'

The rest of the morning passed quickly. During tek through the
gardens, Alessa, intoxicated with her new expertismmanded the names of
the flowers and trees in English. 'l hope Papa sdmoene early tonight,' she
said, skipping along. 'l shall talk to him in Ergdlj Georgia. He will beery
pleased.’

Georgia, secretly very relieved that the lessondaak so well, agreed that
Alessa'’s papa would be delighted.

'Luca too," said the child with satisfaction, areddhout her wrist to admire
the watch. 'Anna and Chiara will be jealous.’

'Who are they?' enquired Georgia as they went irsdéo change for
swimming.

'My friends at school. They have uncles too, but famous like Luca.'
Alessa scampered off to the beckoning Pina, anddieavent into her
room with a wry smile. Luca Valori obviously gaveflected glory to his
little niece.

There were no more lessons that day, other thaprése of Alessa's new
English vocabulary at bathtime. Pina listened \adimiration as she bathed
and dried her charge, while Georgia sat on a sppompting when Alessa
faltered.

Afterwards Georgia read another fairy story, bus #ime Marco Sardi
arrived before she'd finished, and Alessa hurlegéieinto her father's
arms, smiled up into his loving face, and said \&oyly in English, 'Good
evening, Papa; how are you today?'






CHAPTER FIVE

THE pattern of the first day was repeated in almostedetail as others

succeeded it. The weather was consistently hot samthy, and each

morning the English lesson was followed by a wail& then a swim, a long

rest after lunch, then a game with a ball in thelga while Alessa recapped
on the vocabulary she'd learned earlier. And eaehiag Marco Sardi and

Luca Valori were regaled with Alessa'’s latest Esfgltonversation before
Georgia went to her room to enjoy a breathing sjpadaere joining the men

for dinner.

This, she acknowledged to herself as she dressesithe best part of the
day. She was rapidly growing deeply attached tosgde but the
concentrated one- on-one style of teaching wasrisurgly tiring, even
with a long break in the middle of the day. Espciehen she knew Marco
Sardi wanted his daughter capable of the basicsséizs in English by the
time she left. After Alessa went to bed each evgrBeorgia was very
grateful for the hour or two's grace before dinkagwing that her work for
the day was over.

And, she admitted secretly, each evening at ditiveze was Luca Valori for
company. Marco Sardi, who missed very little, Genigew, behaved as
though he was entirely unaware of Luca's growinge-awvery
open—ypredilection for their 'English guest’, asumailingly referred to
Georgia. As the days went by Luca made it plain tigearlier hostility to
Georgia was a thing of the past, that he enjoyedcbmpany, and was
strongly attracted to her. Georgia was disturbedheyconfidence in his
blue eyes, as though Luca Valori had no doubt #iet reciprocated
whatever it was he felt.

Before coming to Italy, she had been assured byphecipal that for a
sensible young woman there would be admirationlittket danger from the
Italian male of the species. And she had been.rigborgia's looks attracted
admiration, but her dealings with Italian men hadri mainly with very
much married mature professional men, who needeagligbnlessons for
their work, or teenage male students who were afgiree but respectful,
and never gave her cause for offence.



Luca Valori was something else entirely. For onmgh although their
exchanges were always conducted in his own tor@eergia knew that he
spoke English very well. Life on the internatiooakuit of the racing track
would have added to the English he'd probably kst school, but for
some reason he never made any attempt to spea&k o &nything but his
native tongue. Neither did Marco Sardi, though ¢tee knew very well,
spoke fluent, Tuscan- flavoured English, sincerthest communications
had all been made in her own language.

English was something kept solely for her lessoitis Alessa. And Georgia
knew that her command of Italian wasn't sufficiterdéisk Luca if he was just
flirting with her, or whether—James or no James4rtended an all-out
assault on her defences at some stage. In thedfdfis suspicions about
Tom he might well consider her an easy target, ¢aka it for granted that
she'd accept him as a lover. She felt the bloold toder face at the mere
idea.

"You are tired this evening?' asked Marco Sartheg lingered over coffee.

Georgia smiled, and shook her head. 'Not reallysh all my pupils were as
bright as Alessa.’

Luca turned his lambent blue gaze on her, his ey®8ng over each feature
of her face with an indolent relish that heightettezl colour in her cheeks.
"You find the heat trying, Georgia?' he asked, feme sounding like a
caress in the deep, husky voice.

'‘No," she said briskly. 'l love the sun.’

'Which is evident. You glow! He turned sharplyaaglight sound from the
man beside him. 'What is it, Marco?"'

Marco breathed in carefully. 'Nothing," he saidusjging. 'l should eat less
red meat. It gives me indigestion."’

'If anyone looks tired, Marco, it is you,' said lausternly. 'Take the day off
tomorrow.'



'‘No, no,"' protested the other man. 'l just need' tiés rose to his feet, with a
smile for Georgia. 'l shall submit to the weaknafsage and indulge myself
with an early night.'

'‘Goodnight. Her smile was sympathetic. 'l hope fga&l better by morning.'

'X feel better already,' he assured her, and srmted_uca's searching eyes.
'Don't worry; I'll be up bright and early tomorrdw.

When he had gone Luca sat in the chair nearesttogia’'s sofa, staring out
at the moonlit garden. 'Marco worries me,' he dagyning.

'l can see that. Is he always so thin?'

'‘No. He is not. | shall persuade him to visit atdocHe has been working
too hard since Maddalena died.' He lifted a shoultlanderstand why. He
loved her very much. Theirs was a very passionateriage, you
understand. It is very hard for him in many waytheut her.'

Georgia coloured as it dawned on her what he meant.

'l have embarrassed you,' said Luca, looking asharply. ‘It was not my
intention.’

‘No, of course not." She gave him a crooked ldtfele. 'Sometimes, when
I'm tired, my brain slows down and it takes me kg understand what's
said to me. At the school there are other people sgeak English. Here |
function in Italian all day long, other than thedens with Alessa.'

'l speak English,’ he said abruptly. 'But not adl we you speak Italian,
Georgia. And | prefer to talk with you in my owmfguage because your
accent charms me. And not only your accent. Askrmw well," he added
with emphasis.

Georgia rose to her feet precipitately. 'It's tinsaid goodnight.’

Luca got up more slowly, his eyes holding hers.y®@/Are you afraid?.’



‘Not afraid exactly.' She held his gaze unwaveyirag she searched for the
right word. 'Prudent? No, wary. That's it. I'm waishe went on slowly,
digging deep into her vocabulary, 'of giving youaoyone else, the wrong
impression.’

Luca moved closer, the heavy lids veiling the glearhis eyes. 'Are you
saying that because of this soldier of yours yaiiamrmune to me? Or is
Tom Hannay the real obstacle?’

Georgia's eyes flashed dark, resentful fire at Hilfll you stop all this
nonsense about Tom?'

'l know very well that it is not nonsense at &lg'assured her, in a way that
set her teeth on edge. 'l also know | have the ptavamake you forget him.
And all other men—this James of yours included.d Amith a sudden
movement he caught her in his arms and held heegctbe thudding of his
heart like a hammer against her breasts. 'Tell me are indifferent to
me—if you can!’

Georgia was quite unable to say anything, strucklzlifrom the mere fact of
being in Luca Valori's arms and wanting so muclb¢okissed that she
couldn't find any words at all, Italian or English.

Loica gave a smothered, exultant laugh and benhdasl with tantalising
slowness. She was trembling when his mouth metdiéast, with practised
enticement. At the contact her lips parted invaniht and Luca's polished
skill vanished. Abruptly they were two breathlegfyrating bodies fired
with the same elemental need which surged throhgmtboth like an
electric current, welding them together with itete

For the first time in her life Georgia felt evegst scrap of reserve melt in
the crucible of the sudden, overwhelming passionchviobliterated
everything else in the world until the shrill derdasf the telephone broke
the spell. Luca cursed wildly, and let her go, &®brgia returned to earth
with a jolt, breathless and shaken and utterlywasted by the cataclysm
that had overtaken her.



Luca snatched up his mobile phone from a nearlg tatd yanked out the
aerial with a force which threatened to brealk/ialori," he snarled, listened
for a moment, then his face suddenly set into gmmanite lines. To
Georgia's surprise he spoke in husky, accenteddtngl

'Of course. | will call her. A moment please.' Himast flung the instrument
at Georgia. 'For you,' he snapped, and strodentwthhe moonlit garden.

Heaving in a deep, ragged breath, Georgia saild"lela voice she hardly
recognised as her own.

'‘Georgia? Is that you? Hi, gorgeous, it's Tom. Was the hostile Italian?"

'Yes,' she said, resigned, and sat down in theeseahair abruptly. 'It
certainly was. How's Charlotte?'

'Right here at my elbow, panting to talk to you.'

'Out of the way, Tom," said his wife impatientigeorgie?"
'Hello, Charlotte.'

'‘Are you OK? You sound odd.’

'‘Couldn't be better,' lied Georgia. 'Have you saappeing sick?'

'Yes. And now I'm all tanned and brown like youddsend in with the
locals rather well. We actually stirred ourselvegd® somewhere yesterday
and took a drive to Siena. What a miraculous plaoeh climbed that tower
and got dizzy with the view, but | chickened ouavd you had any time off
yet?'

'No. | stayed here over last weekend because begsaAs father and uncle
were tied up in work with some crisis. But next werd | hope to get to
Florence." Georgia listened to her sister enthusingr the marvels of
Michelangelo'david, promised to queue for hours if necessary to gat in
the Accademia to see him, then spoke swiftly, gj\her sister messages for
their parents before Charlotte's phonecard ran out.



Georgia pressed the off button, thrust the aewahdr and put the phone
back on the table, then hurried to the door. Butpgian to escape Luca
failed. He came racing from the garden to inter¢egpt

'‘Georgia!'

She turned reluctantly, her eyes questioning onduis unsmiling face.

'l ask your forgiveness,' he said harshly. ‘It was my intention to—to
behave in such a way.'

Georgia felt suddenly very, very tired.
"You have nothing to say?' he demanded, comingclos

'I'm too tired to speak Italian,” she said weaiEnglish. 'So I'll just say
goodnight.’

'Please,’ he replied in the same tongue. 'Firstpost understand | did
not—did not wish to assault you.'

'l know that," she said, surprised. 'It was haatiyassault.’

'Perhaps | do not use the right word," he saidybag.

"You just wanted to show me how irresistible yon ba,' she said, without
emotion, and smoothed back hair that had suffeoediderably from his

attentions.

He stood very erect. 'l wished to show you it isgpble to—to make love
with other men.’

'Othermen?' she said, incensed.

'Dio! | meant,’ he said in exasperation, 'a man who maisthis Tom
Hannay—nor this fiance of yours.'



'His name is James. And before | get thoroughlgrated | think we'd better
revert to Italian,' said Georgia rapidly. 'So yananderstand once and for
all that to me Tom is just my sister's husband.fénd of him, but nothing
more. James is—is the man I'm in love with," shiskied in a rush, appalled
to find that she was lying.

'l do not believe you,' he said flatly.

Georgia's eyes flashed. 'Whether you believe nmebis irrelevant. Signor
Sardi's opinion is the one that counts.’

Luca stared at her implacably. "You think he waubd mind if he knew the
truth about your affair with your sister's husband?

‘There is no affair. But tell him if you like," sisaid flatly, and turned on her
heel, only to find her wrist caught in a grip thetiised as he swung her
round to face him.

'‘And did you tell Tom Hannay that his call cameaamnost inconsiderate
moment?' he demanded, his eyes blazing.

Georgia stared at hinsconsideratohe repeated blankly.

‘The wrong moment, then," he said impatiently, agided her other hand.
"To feel such joy, such passion, then to be hudezhrth by the sound of the
man's voice—' He gave his familiar, eloquent shtign pulled her against
him, but Georgia stood rigid in his embrace.

'So this is also the wrong moment," he said bittenhd thrust her away.

Georgia glared at him. 'For a long list of reasdhsre isn't going to be a
right moment.'

'Why not?' he said imperiously. '‘Can you deny ffat responded to me,
that you caught fire in my arms?"

'‘No. And I've no intention of losing my head intteay again. I'm here as
an employee, paid to teach Alessa, so what happeagsdeither wise nor



sensible. And last, but not least, you won't b&ime about Tom.' Her voice
cracked. 'He's my sister's husband, for pity's Isdkebject to your
insinuations. Strongly. James would too.'

She glared at him, hoping that he couldn't tell gedms were wet and her
mouth dry with the effort it was taking to convinaen that he had no hope
of breaching her defences again. 'Goodnight," sit & last, and turned
away, half hoping, half dreading that he would la#pr her and take her in
his arms. But Luca Valori stayed where he was, fogwand Georgia

walked from the room, her head high.

Next morning Marco Sardi was alone in the conseryavhen Georgia and
Alessa joined him for breakfast.

‘Two letters for you, Georgia. Luca brought thembigfore he left. He
wished to oversee some modification they are matarthe new Supremo
engine," said Marco, and smiled at his daughteshas tucked into her
breakfast. "You are eating well, my darling," hiel $avingly.

Which was more than could be said for her fathesught Georgia with

concern. She had little appetite herself this manbut that would soon
pass. It would take more than a quarrel with Luedo¥i to put her off her

food for long. But Marco Sardi had been eating Jdtle for days, unless

he consumed an enormous meal at some point dusngdrking day. He

was growing visibly thinner, and Georgia was unealgut the greyish
tinge to his face. Unable to ask personal questishe asked instead
whether he would be home over the weekend.

'l will indeed,' he said emphatically. "You haveebdere nearly two weeks,
and so far you have had little time to yourselfmborow is Saturday, and |
shall take Alessa to spend the day with my sistdrreer family. Would you
care to come with us? Or perhaps you could confarass Lucca and do
some exploring on your own.'

'‘Can | get a train or a bus there to Florence@ Gaiorgia eagerly.



'‘Can you drive?'
'Yes. | drive the minibus at the International Saltio

He smiled. 'In that case you may have the keybkdacar Franco uses for
Elsa's marketing.’'

Alessa, who expressed a strong wish to accompaiygizeto Florence
next day, had to be propitiated by lessons in tharser house, which
Georgia allowed now and then as a treat to varyimeuBut the day was
hotter than usual, with a sultry heaviness to tineamd Georgia cut the
lesson short to bring the swimming lesson forwarde that the weather
was building up to a storm.

For the first time since she'd come here, the dagged so much for
Georgia that she greeted Marco Sardi's early drhgeme with as much
pleasure as Alessa. Thankful that she could gdoof& bath with a clear
conscience, Georgia left Alessa to her father amd Rnd sought the
comfort of cool, scented water, wondering if shaldgplead a headache to
avoid a confrontation with Luca at dinner. Then sb@wled at herself in the
mirror. Coward! Of course she'd go down and belawhough nothing had
happened. Nothing mudtadhappened, anyway. With any other man a few
kisses would have beentotally unremarkable. Whesaasouch of Luca's
mouth on hers and she'd lost her wits. Her facedthat the mere thought
of it. A good thing Tom had rung at that particutlament,sconsideratmr
not.

When she arrived downstairs at eight as usual Gedognd that she had
nothing to worry about. Luca was not, it seemething them for dinner.

Furious at her own disappointment, she did her toedlk normally with

Marco, and made no comment on Luca's absence.

Marco, though obliging enough to tell her that Luwess dining with an old
friend, omitted to say whether the friend was nmléemale. Like the day,
the meal seemed endless to Georgia, and it wassakneelief when she
heard the first rumble of thunder over coffee. Beftong the rain was



coming down in torrents, and lightning lit up thenservatory with an
almost constant display of fireworks.

Although Alessa, she learned, had no fear of thigtdens Georgia went to
bed early, mainly because she was sure that Maaadi &ould consider it
bad manners to retire before she did. She deteetied in his weary eyes
when she said that she was at the exciting paneohovel she was reading,
and took herself off to her room to torture hersath the thoughts of what
Luca was doing.

The only fear the spectacular storm inspired was'yvaver Luca's return
through it in the Supremo. He might stay where fas ¥or the night, of
course. Georgia couldn't decide which option apgzktd her less, and got
ready for bed in a state of nerves which the rismegcendo of the storm did
little to soothe. She was used to the ferocityhef$torms in this part of the
world, but this one was particularly melodramatic.

She heard Marco Sardi go into his daughter's roert door, as he did
every night before he went to bed. In a lull in theander she heard his
footsteps recede again, then lay on her bed wagdhe storm through the
long windows beside her bed, hoping now that whardw was, and

whoever he was with, Luca would stay there, attlaasl this father and

mother of storms was over.

She thought she heard a car at one point, but couéd if it was Luca in
the Supremo. As the storm receded Georgia forcesgli¢o concentrate on
the thriller she was reading, and eventually sudedemainly because she
was about to discover the identity of the killer.

Georgia was so deep in the final denouement tleafrémtic knocking on
the door brought her out of bed with a poundingth&he threw open the
door to find Pina there in her nightgown, her ine@mt anguish so great
that it took a moment for Georgia to understandgiseof her story. When
she did she went white to the lips.

'No, Pina, Alessa is not with me. She must be hahfather.'



The girl twisted her hands in utter misery. 'Nayr&ir Marco went back to
Valorino to fetch some papers once the rain stoppad she is not in his
room. | looked.'

'Right." Georgia pulled herself together and reddboe her dressing gown.
'‘Go and put something on, Pina, then we'll starbaer search. She must be
somewhere. Maybe she's gone down to the kitchesolmething to eat.’

But Alessa was nowhere in the house. While Pinatenizcal with anguish
by this time, went to rouse Elsa and her son FraBeorgia raced outside to
the pool, dreading what she might find there. Bt $ecurity lights which
flashed on at her approach showed her at oncéhthaiool was empty. She
went back to join the others, demanding torches.

It is possible Signor Marco took Alessa with himthe car,’ said Franco
hopefully.

Georgia, seriously doubting this, suggested thed Bave Pina something to
calm her down, and put water to heat for hot drifikeen she told Franco to
search the vegetable garden, and all the grouridsdthe house, while she
covered the lawns and shrubberies and anywhereskbéseould think of.
Suddenly inspiration struck her.

"The summer house!' she said to Franco.
' Signorina!

Georgia gestured down the drive with her torchrdeag desperately for
the word.'ll padiglione, il padiglione!she cried, and raced off to the remote
corner of the grounds where, far beyond the rafigieeosecurity lights, the
summer house lay hidden, high in its copse of ggre

Georgia hurled herself up the slippery, splintenembden steps, Franco at
her heels as she tried to open the door. 'Alesba!screamed, and heard a
faint sound-in response as she tried to open tloe, déhich had jammed
shut.



Franco put her aside, drew back his foot and kickethe door, and next
moment a sobbing, distraught Alessa was claspédféeorgia’'s arms.

'l shouted—but—no one came. | couldn't—open ther,@mbbed the

terrified child, while Franco offered up fervengpgers of thankfulness and
explained that the rain-swollen door must have slachshut with a gust of
wind, then refused to open again.

'‘Give her to me, miss,' he said tenderly. 'l waliry her down the steps.’

'Luisa! Luisa!" cried the child, and Georgia shdine torch to look for the
doll. She pounced on it, cursing herself for havbmyght the thing for
Alessa in the first place.

'Darling, you came back for her—you should havéedaine; | would have
fetched her for you!" Georgia shone her torch fanEo to make his way
safely to the ground with Alessa before trustingdven weight to the stairs,
then heard a car roar in through the gates, lookeals she saw headlights,
and lost her footing.

She grabbed the handrail, then screamed as theaskidisintegrated
beneath her, her flailing hands met empty air dredhaurtled to the ground
in a welter of creaking, splintering wood. Her lireleft her body as she hit
the earth, something struck her head with a stgnblow, and Georgia
knew no more.



CHAPTER SIX

GEORGIA opened her eyes on a room she'd never seen bBi@nmgoting
roses. The walls were covered in ivory watered #itkd she was lying in a
tester bed with coral damask curtains caught battktasselled gilt ropes.
Her eyes widened, then shut again quickly agalestirobbing pain in her
head.

'‘Ah, you are awake,' said a man's voice in Italian.

Georgia, slow to translate, couldn't find the egexgreply. She nodded.
And regretted it. She breathed in sharply, and @, ary hand held her
wrist to check her pulse.

'‘Gently, Miss Fleming. Open your eyes, please.' &meyed, and saw a
slim, grey-haired man in a dark suit. He smiletl@tencouragingly. 'Keep
them open.' He shone a slim torch beam in eachnetyen, then asked if
she felt sick.

Georgia thought about it. 'No," she said doubtfullfenglish. ‘Not really.
But my head hurts.'

‘A large piece of wood struck it,' he said mattdrfactly.

Georgia, blinded with swift recall of her fall, red up in sudden alarm.
'‘Alessal’ she gasped. 'Is she all right? Wherba® $Vhere arf?'

'‘Alessa is perfectly well, Miss Fleming. She issbafsleep in her own bed.’
He smiled, easing her gently against the pillowam Dr Claudio Fassi,
and this is merely another room in the Villa Tossgaon the ground floor.
Luca brought you here rather than carry you up aoynstairs to your own
room.'

'‘Luca?' repeated Georgia faintly.

'Yes. He is waiting impatiently outside the doagrfer Sardi also.' Dr Fassi
smiled soothingly. "You gave everyone a great frigftowever, | think you



have not come to much harm. You have a lump on lyead, and you have
sprained an ankle, but you are not, | am certan¢assed. There is no need
to convey you to the hospital, as Luca wished.'

Georgia's thinking processes were not at their. litdsiok her a long time to
translate the precise Italian of the doctor, whpesped to understand
English but not to speak it.

You're sure Alessa is all right?' she asked arstjoud remember now. She
was shut in the summer houseakpadiglione,'she added urgently.

Dr Fassi's eyes twinkled. 'She is well, | promisa,yand you are improving,
Miss Fleming—your Italian is coming back to you.'

She turned her head away in anguish. ‘It was alfauly.'

‘That the staircase collapsed? | think not! SigRardi is very angry with
himself for leaving it in disrepair.’

'‘But it was the doll I brought Alessa which caugeall. She went back to
fetch it and got shut in." Tears trickled from hkrsed lids. 'Sorry,' she said,
sniffing. 'l don't know why I'm crying."'

"You have suffered great anxiety, followed by traum few tears will do
you no harm.’

'Everyone says that here,’ she said huskily, amhex her eyesPiangi.
Cry. The British say, "Don't cry."Dr Fassi smilkishdly. 'You also have a
saying, do you not—when in Rome do as the RomafAd\awv, my dear, |
shall order a tray of weak tea for you, and leav@es very mild painkillers
for your headache. Two only tonight, please, andumther dose unless
absolutely necessary.'

Georgia thanked him hoarsely, watched the doorechhind him, then
turned her head into the pillow and gave way tosteAweakness, until she
heard a husky, familiar voice saying her name uigen



She turned on her back to look up at Luca and Mavbo were standing by
her bed, Luca's eyes burning like blue flames.

Marco Sardi, haggard with anxiety, grasped her tiggndy. ‘Georgia, | beg
your forgiveness. | knew the steps were unsafel batl forgotten them.'

'Please don't apologise. It was an accident.' 8hublsed at her eyes with a
tissue from the box on the bedside table. "Youa® imore to think about
than the summer house lately.'

"You are a kind young lady. But it is no excuse,shid with remorse. 'l was
spared the horror of seeing you fall. It was Lut¢earrived on the scene, to
find Alessa screaming in the arms of Franco andwwmonscious beneath a
pile of wood.' He shuddered involuntarily, and Lycd a hand on his arm.

'Marco, enough. | am sure Georgia does not blameé yo

'Luca is right,’ she said emphatically. 'l blamesedf; | should have noticed
when Alessa left the doll behind-'

'‘Nonsense," said Luca roughly. 'Besides, who wdalde imagined that
Alessa would have gone out alone into the nigtetoh her doll? Pina is
afraid of thunder, and the child thought you wolokdsleeping, Georgia, so
she went to get the doll herself. She thinks obékras the doll's mamma,
you see. The person responsible.’

Marco thrust a hand through his silvered dark hiaghould be proud that
my daughter was both brave and responsible, buical think of is that |
should have stayed home, and not gone back to Maléor some figures
that could well have waited until Monday—"

'Please, Signor Sardi,' entreated Georgia, theledras Elsa appeared with
a tray. 'Ah, my tea.'

The atmosphere changed abruptly. Elsa, formidabke wvoluminous dark
dressing gown, took charge, thrusting pillows bdh@eorgia and pulling
the covers up under her chin with fierce propreyshe suggested that both



men would do better to seek their own beds ancelézeorgia in peace in
hers.

'Here are your pills, my dear,’ she said, handuegpatient a glass of water.
'l have brought biscuits for you to eat before yiink the tea—on the
doctor's instructions,’' she added firmly, to qaely signs of insurrection.

Georgia felt too feeble to protest about anythilstjer both men bade her
goodnight, under Elsa's eagle eye she swallowedpillee and nibbled
listlessly on a biscuit while the older woman tudrodf all the lights except
the one beside the bed.

'Is Alessa really all right?' Georgia asked anxiyppus

‘The doctor gave her a little something to make $leep,’ said Elsa
soothingly. 'And in the morning, when she sees a@ubetter, she will be
very happy, | promise. Perhaps you would like lteeat breakfast with
you?'

'Oh, yes, please.' Georgia drank some of herdkmg in her surroundings
as well as she could in the dim light. 'What roanthis, Elsa?'

"It is the one kept for Alessa’'s great-grandmot8ke cannot climb stairs, so
Signora Sardi made this room specially for thetsisf her grandmother.’
Elsa stood by the bed, her hands clasped in fidmeo 'When Signor Luca
brought you in, soaked and unconscious in his arad¢ him to put you
here. He was wild enough with fear without haviagarry you up several
flights of stairs!'

So Luca had been in a bit of a state, which wagllyasurprising,

considering the drama he'd found when he arrivedend@seorgia lifted the
covers to find that she was wearing a blush-pilkksghtgown quite unlike
anything she owned, and bit her lip in dismay.

'No, no," said Elsa quickly, misunderstandingvds | who prepared you for
bed.'



'Yes, of course. Thank you.' Georgia steeled hietBelt Elsa, who does the
nightgown belong to?'

'Signora Conte, the master's sister. She alwaygdethings behind when
she stays here,' said Elsa, and smiled in reassur&ne will not mind.'

Neither did Georgia now. It would have been toonfdifor words for
Alessa to see something once worn by her own mother

Oncfe she was alone Georgia turned out the ligtittaed to settle herself
to sleep, but in the darkness she kept on relthegnoment when the stairs
had given way and she'd hurtled into space. Sheesgd and reached out
and turned on the light, like a child needing adtarn the dark.

Her head, she realised after a while, was bettez.ache was receding, the
throbbing less violent. She slid wary fingers ih&r hair to find the lump
and grimaced. Either the thickness of her hairgratected her or she had a
mortifyingly thick skull. She lay against piledckedged pillows, suddenly
depressed as a throb from her ankle warned herstigtvas unlikely to
drive herself to Florence for a while, even lessxplore it on foot.

A tap on the door interrupted her musings.

'‘Come in," she called quietly, then stared, hesayiee as Luca came into
the room and closed the door softly behind him.

'l saw your light," he said swiftly as he approattiee bed. 'l knew you were
awake. | could not sleep until | made sure all wa#l with you.'

Georgia's heart was beating so hard that she tutpgedovers under her
chin to hide it. 'l don't feel wonderful," she saidEnglish. 'I've had some
pills, so my head doesn't hurt so much, but itsesuto muster my limited
Italian vocabulary.'

He smiled wryly. 'l have no such excuse for my latEnglish," he replied
in the same tongue.



It didn't really matter what language they spokeGerorgia realised. Their
eyes were communicating in a way which dispenséiad words.

"You frightened me," he said abruptly. 'For a monmehink—thought you
were dead.’

Georgia raised a hand to her head, giving him &uklietle smile. 'It takes
more than a block of wood to finish me off, app#seh

Luca drew nearer, looking down at her in a way Wlaiccelerated Georgia's
pulse. 'For a moment there in the rain and darkhessld think only that
we parted in anger. Then | felt your heart and ¢thé@dveating—'

'It's beating now,' she whispered, staring up &t hi

Luca bent forward involuntarily, then turned awdyuptly. 'Forgive me,’
he said in Italian. 'l should not have come heragta. | told myself |
wanted to make sure you had everything you neduéd,lied. To you and
to myself.' He turned suddenly to face her, hiseyewing like sapphires in
his set face. 'When | carried you in here you wikeea dead thing in my
arms. Then Marco came, thank God, to comfort AleseaElsa and Pina
took you from me and shut me out. | could not skeeqd | had—'

'Had what?' said Georgia gently.

He breathed out, eyes closed, then dropped toneisskbeside the bed and
slid his arms round her, his cheek against her hamtil | had held you in
my arms and felt you warm and alive to my touch,shid, and raised his
head to look down at her. His eyes darkened, arliehehis head to hers,
their lips meeting with a mutual gasp of pleas@eorgia locked her hands
behind his head and surrendered herself to thdfargybeat of Luca's kiss,
oblivious of throbbing head or any other hurts. $élé a shudder run
through Luca's broad chest, and hugged him closer.

'Don't go yet," she said as he raised his head.



'l don't want to go at all,’ he groaned, his maaghinst her throat. His lips
moved upwards until they found hers, his arms tyugjht, and Georgia
gasped as her head gave a sudden, sickening throb.

Luca jumped up in alarm, looking down into her tth eyes, which
widened to circles of jet in her pale face. "Yoel il?'

She tried to smile. 'My head just reminded me it$)uhat's all.’

'‘And | am a brute to behave so when you are stiliragile," he said with
passionate disgust. 'Shall | call Elsa?’

‘Certainly not," said Georgia tartly. 'How woulduyexplain your presence
in my room?’

'l had to come," he said harshly.

'I'm very glad you did." Her eyes glittered ints.HI couldn't sleep either. It
was a long, miserable day, Luca.'

'For me also.' He clasped her hand in his, hisestoitning her bones to
liquid.

'‘Are we friends again?'

'Friends?'He gave a smothered laugh. 'Ah, you English! Hawyou and |
be friends, Georgia? You know very well | wish ®ywour lover.’

The transient glow faded from her face. 'That'safube question.’
He scowled. 'Why?'

'I'll write out a list of reasons and give themytu tomorrow.'
Their eyes clashed for a moment, then Luca shrugged

'Forgive me. You are tired and need rest. Tomom@wvill talk again.' His
eyes caressed her possessively. 'We shall distiusese reasons why |



should not be your lover, and you will see thatenohthem will deter me. |
want you, Georgia. | want you very, very much.'

'‘And you always get what you want?"'
He nodded, confidence in every line of his talgagful body. 'Always!

Georgia took a long time to get to sleep after dber closed on Luca
Valori. The cards, she thought wearily, were wetl &uly on the table. But
for the first time in his life Gianluca Valori wadiffind that there was one
thing he couldn't have.

She lay staring at the beautiful room despairinijlye’d been someone else
it would be different. Someone more ordinary. Butch was the very
embodiment of everything she'd ever wanted: loocksym, intellect, and
the ability to set her on fire at his merest toulihis was the stuff all lovers
should be made of, thought Georgia bleakly. Anevhaated her. But it was
what he wanted hdor that posed the problem.

Georgia lay listing the obstacles that stood inwlag of any relationship
with Luca Valori. It was out of the question foeth to conduct a love affair
under Marco Sardi's roof for a start. And onceggéeod of coaching Alessa
was over she was going back to her parents urgitehm began at the
school near Venice. The contract for her second ffeere was already
signed, and she had no intention of endangerimgiteven for Luca Valori,
whose great drawback was the fact that he was dbkm@vn. Mrs
Blanchard, the principal of the International Sdhdad made it plain that
she required employees with impeccable behaviouhemstaff. Which
ruled out any dalliance by one of her teachers ®aitian who had once won
the adulation of all Italy for his exploits on tRermula-One circuit.

And there was James, she thought in sudden, eatniémorse. He should
have been right at the head of the list. She bitipethinking of the letter

she'd received, telling her how much he missecahdrhow much he was
looking forward to seeing her again, once his spellyprus was over. But
since she'd met Luca even her weekly letter to 3drad become a chore.



Burning with guilt and aching all over, unable tat huca's kisses from her
mind, Georgia wrestled with the problem of Jamasinig the fact that she'd
never really been in love with him, and that thist her career, was her real
reason for putting off the wedding. It was a deemlisturbing
discovery—one which left her sleepless for therentnterminable night.

It was a heavy-eyed invalid who welcomed the atrofeElsa. The brisk,
sympathetic woman exclaimed over the rings under@a's eyes, helped
her hop to the bathroom to save her injured ankén brushed the mass of
thick fair hair, taking care to avoid the bump.

"You did not sleep well, my dear,’ she stated asssitled Georgia back into
a swiftly tidied bed.

'‘No. My head ached.' Georgia smiled gratefullgn ery sorry to cause you
more work.'

Elsa snorted. 'Nonsense. | will send Pina and Al@ssvith your breakfast
tray. But today you drink tea, not coffee,’ shemeal 'Dr Fassi instructed
me.'

Georgia gazed at the bright day outside, wherestire was shining as
though the storm had never happened, then theogemred and Alessa shot
across the room, her eyes big with anxiety.

‘Georgia, are you better?' she entreated, and Georgled, holding out her
arms.

'Yes, | am. But come and give me a hug and I'lbéter still''The child
flung her arms round Georgia's neck and clutchedidtetly. "You fell and
hurt your head, and it was all my fault—'

‘It wasnot your fault—I just missed my footing. And my heafifee!" said
Georgia emphatically. 'Anyway, | should have natid¢eliisa was missing
and fetched her myself. Ah, look, darling, Pinalading our breakfast.'



The girl bade Georgia a shy '‘good morning' as sithe@wn a heavily laden
tray, enquired after the invalid's health, thengsinall table beside the bed
and drew a chair up to it for Alessa. The childttdrad like a magpie as
Pina served the meal.

'If you have everything you want, miss, | shallhElsa serve breakfast to
the master and Signor Luca,' said the maid.

'l can give Georgia anything she needs,' said Alesgportantly, and
Georgia chuckled.

'As you see, Pina, | lack for nothing!

Much reassured by the sight of Georgia appareritlg harmed by the
adventures of the night, Alessa disposed of a dwedkfast, touchingly
adult in her efforts to see that the invalid wasegievery attention.

'l wish | wasn't going to Zia Claudia's today," sia&d, once the meal was
over. 'lI'd rather stay home and look after you.'

'l be fine. I'll probably sleep all day.' Geoagsmiled affectionately. "You
can impress your cousins with the English wordswelearned.'

Alessa looked less than enthusiastic. 'The doeygs gou are not to walk
for two days,’ she informed Georgia. "You must $talyed until he comes
to see you again.’'

'Oh, dear,’ sighed Georgia, but secretly she wammiinhappy to hear this.
She was far from her usual self in more ways tha® and if Marco Sardi
was taking his daughter out for the day a longirestis beautiful bedroom
held a very definite appeal. 'Then, if | have taystere, Alessa, could you
fetch some books from my room for me? | shall readhe time will pass
quickly while you're away.'

Alessa ran off readily on her errand, and a moniater Marco Sardi
arrived with Pina, to enquire after the invalid. Btayed only while Pina
was collecting the breakfast things, expressingduset once more for the



faulty stairs, and his relief that Georgia was lagkmuch better than the
night before.

She assured him that once her ankle was pronodiht¢edvalk on she'd be
up and about as usual.

'‘But you should have been driving to Florence todagy said remorsefully,
motioning Pina to remain.

‘The museums will still be there when | finally neakt,’ she said
philosophically.

It was mid-morning by the time Dr Fassi arrived. tdetrapped Georgia's
ankle, examined her thoroughly and pronouncedih&r §et up as long as
she put no weight on her foot for at least two d&sce Marco Sardi had
received assurances from the doctor that the ydtnglish lady was a
healthy young woman who had taken no lasting haom fher mishap, he
brought Alessa in to bid Georgia a reluctant goegdbyhen took his
daughter off to visit her cousins. By this timevdas noon, and Luca was the
only one missing from Georgia’s list of visitors.

Elsa came bustling in to help Georgia take a bath @ane foot out of the
water—a process which caused great hilarity aredl tieorgia not a little
by the time she was dry and cool in a thin pinkaotress. She sat on the
bed with her foot on a stool while Elsa tidied heair, then looked up in
surprise as Luca came in with a knock at the dodrfipped her heart over
in her chest with his smile.

'She is ready?' he said to Elsa.

"Yes. Lunch will be in half an hour.' The woman keuj assured a grateful
Georgia that it had been a pleasure to help, thet away to the kitchens.

Luca looked even more irresistible than usual t@rGe, in a dazzling
white T-shirt and faded old jeans crafted by sonaster hand, with soft
leather moccasins on his bare brown feet. He piGksalgia up in his arms



and, ignoring her squeak of surprise, carried Wtlg to the conservatory,
where he set her down on a sofa and hooked aistogblace.

‘There,' he said, breathing hard. 'Rest your foot.’

Georgia, even more breathless than he, obeyedlgjlaer colour high as
he sat beside her and took hold of her hand.

'How are you this morning?' he asked, in a huskeg twaressing enough to
ring alarm bells in her brain.

'I'm fine. In fact," she added, 'I'm not an inval®lurely there's a walking
stick somewhere? You needn't have carried me!

'You are wrong. | desperately needed to hold yamyrarms,' he informed
her smugly, so triumphant that she couldn't holkeklzasmile. 'To hold you
close and breathe in the scent of you has takerbragth away. Ah,
Georgia. You have such a beautiful smile.’

So do you, she thought silently, gazing at himuads wondering where you
were this morning," she said, then could have rbitier tongue as the
triumph deepened on his face.

"You missed me!" he said with satisfaction. 'l kngw would.'

'Is that why you didn't visit the invalid?' She raved her eyes at him and
he looked pained.

'Of course not. | had to drive to Valorino firsb, ¢consult with one of the
mechanics this morning. Just so | could devotedkteof the day to you.'

Georgia looked away. The whole day with Luca. Ploliss—or pure

insanity. 'lt's very kind of you, but you're notligied to keep me company,’
she said austerely. 'l have books to read, lettersatch up on—which
reminds me—may | ring my parents today, please?’



Luca frowned, his blue eyes astonished. 'You havesed to ask. Ring your
parents any time you wish. Or anyone else," hedcadelactantly. '‘Unless he
writes so many letters you need no phone callotw lover.'

'No point in worrying him. But I'd like to talk tamy mother.' She smiled as
she waved a hand at her foot. 'l think I'll glogsrdast night's experience.'

'Which one?' he asked swiftly. "Your fall, or th@é spent in my arms?’

She glared at him. 'l shan't mention either! Beealisth of them were
isolated occurrences. Neither will happen again.'

Luca leaned back in the corner of the sofa, hig lleys stretched out in
front of him. He looked at her for a long time ileace, then shook his head
slowly. "It is useless to struggle, Georgia. Fats brought us together. We
are meant to be lovers.'

'‘No, we are not!" She felt like a sitting duck, mamed on the sofa with no
chance of getting away. 'Even if-l—| wanted to |uMn't dream of

repaying Signor Sardi's kindness by behaving sdyhatter his roof. He

hired me to teach his daughter, remember. Whictl iscademic anyway.
You've forgotten about James.'

'l have not," he said grimly. 'Nor Tom Hannay.'

Georgia glowered at him. 'Will yopleaseforget Tom?”

'Promise to do the same and | will.'

At which point Pina arrived to lay the table fon@n, and all hostilities were
temporarily suspended. By the time Elsa arrivedh wiostinifor their first
course, and bade Luca carry Georgia to the tabks, &if them had cooled
down somewhat, and Georgia was able to enjoy tteegmead toast more

than she'd expected to in the circumstances.

They were obliged to talk of impersonal subjectslevRina cleared plates
and brought wine and mineral water, then returngd plates ofarrosta,



rosemary-flavoured roast pork, served with arti@dsokirizzled with the
matchless local olive oil.

The meal had been cleared away, Georgia had dhekeg the doctor

advised, Luca had downed several cups of blacleeptind she had been
lulled into believing that he meant to drop thejsa when he resumed
their conversation as though there had been nd lnmatat all.

'We shall become lovers," he said conversationally, stgrthar. 'l believe
fate has brought us together for just this purpGsmrgia.’

"This isn't fair," she said with sudden passioar the moment | can't even
walk, let alone run away from you.'

He gazed at her in surprise. 'Why should you ruayafrtom me?’

She sighed in exasperation. 'Can't | make you staied? Just because you
want something doesn't mean you can have it. t da@mitto be your lover,
Luca Valori.'

You lie," he said, unmoved, and picked her updingl her high against his
chest. 'See? It is you who are breathless.' He liiertitead and kissed her
mouth before she could turn away. 'What would yke o do now? Shall |
take you back to your room for a rest?'

'Yes, please,’ she said in a stifled voice. She¢ lkephead turned away from
him as he carried her back through the hall andgatbe corridor that led to
his grandmother's room. He laid her on the bedymed pillows behind her
and bent until his lips rested on hers, light huesand very possessive. He
raised his head to gaze down into her dark, waeg.eywill come back for
you later, when the sun is less fierce. We shaleh@a together in the
garden. | shall call Elsa now, and she will help yo bed.'

Georgia, helpless against the rock-solid wall of &ssurance, hated the
sensation, yet when he bent his head to kiss fa@n age couldn't resist him,
and he knew it. She had to clench her hands totetap locking round his
neck. Luca raised his head at last, breathing dgghis eyes molten as
they clashed with hers. He stood up slowly, his thaurving in a smile of



such intimacy that she flushed scarlet. 'Sleepsdd in the deep, caressing
voice which was a seduction in itself, then he weamittly from the room.

Sleep! Georgia sat upright and gingerly put ond fmo the floor, then
looked up in alarm as the door opened again. Buag Elsa who came in.

'Don't put weight on that foot," scolded the hoesgler. 'Come. | shall help
you to the bathroom, then you must rest.’

Later, cool in the exquisite satin nightgown, andked neatly beneath a
fresh linen sheet, Georgia lay against the pilldaeing as though a lot
more than a flight of steps had fallen on top af he

Luca Valori wanted her, and was accustomed to sjagtomore ways than
on the racing track, it was obvious. It was goiadpé very difficult to hold
out against him. Mainly because every instinct gedrto give in. And he
knew it. But it just wasn't possible. Luca was @ain lover. Unfortunately a
dream lover of enough substance to make her alim@gt James. She tried
to conjure up James's fair, angular face, but & blarred and indistinct,
like an old photograph, quickly superimposed byithperious features of
Gianluca Valori.

Luca Valori's intentions, of course, had nothingltowith marriage or any
other kind of commitment. And, to do him justiceg'ch never tried to
mislead her that they were. A love affair with Aas English teacher
would be nothing more than a little diversion fantbefore he settled down
to perpetuate the Valori dynasty with some suitdhiscan beauty.



CHAPTER SEVEN

THE thought was surprisingly hard to bear, to the poirtausing unwanted
tears to slide down Georgia's cheeks. She scrutited away fiercely,
assuring herself that they were perfectly naturalstthe aftermath of the
episode the night before. She thrust all thoughtumfa away, and did her
best to relax, but, although Elsa had closed tmalblfirmly, to encourage
sleep, it was some time before Georgia driftecsttihto an uneasy doze.

She woke from it with a start to find someone begdiver her, and uttered
a cry which was stifled by a warm, seeking moutht ilgnited a stab of
involuntary response before she woke fully, pamgkiand tried to push
Luca away. He overcame her resistance with eagbpagh he'd expected
it and was having no nonsense with any opposit®ime shivered as it
dawned on her that he'd made his declaration ehirdat lunch and now he
was here to follow it up.

'Do not worry, carissima,' he said, the mixture of English and Italian
strangely seductive in the deep, caressing vaiceL are half-asleep still, so
we shall use your language—until the time for tadkis over.'

At this Georgia, very much awake, renewed her glaggin earnest, but he
laughed, restraining her effortlessly.

'Stop it!" she panted. 'l meant what | said. | wenyou can't—"I can and |
will," he assured her, and returned his mouth ts,hstifling her protests
with lips which caressed and cajoled as he drewupemto a powerful
embrace, one arm holding her close while his fraedhsmoothed and
soothed, running down her spine with a practiseticate touch that she felt
like a trickle of fire through the thin, borroweiks For a few throbbing,
breathless moments Georgia yielded mindlessly tm, hihen from
somewhere summoned up the fast-evaporating wiligh him away.

'Elsa!' she choked.

Luca pushed her against the pillows, and lay ddwsarms locked around
her. 'Franco has driven Pina and Elsa into Luccehtashopping,' he said in
a voice hoarse with desire. "We shall not be digdjtesoro.’



To her dismay Georgia found herself trembling vty assailed by a
mixture of so many emotions that it was hard tasaig one from the other.
'l— can't—Dbelieve this!" she panted.

‘That | desire you?' he whispered, and bent hisl h@&ouch his tongue to
the places his hands laid bare. Hot darts of respamot through her,
performing the double feat of turning her both icqwith desire and tense
with fury at her own uncontrollable response.

'‘No—aah! Her breath left her in a groan of anguish aschéser hands
wrought such exquisite havoc that she could scareature it. 'Luca,
please—'

'‘Ah, carissima,you are so beautiful, so perfect in my arms—I| want so
desperately; do not fight me!" His voice was sopdaed husky with desire
that it struck an answering chord deep inside &ke tried to ignore it, to
protest, but Luca silenced her with his mouth aands, caressing her to a
fever pitch of response until she was overwhelmgdd great a tide of
longing that when at last Luca took possessioneof Wwith such ease and
mastery, she gasped for an instant at the sudd@hng shock of it before
the reality of what was happening revitalised heto ifrantic, futile
opposition.

But it was too late. His superbly fit body was pramgmed for conquest and
release, and all too soon Luca gasped in the climdmroes of the passion
which rendered him blind and deaf to her entreaties

Then it was over. Georgia pushed him away with bahdt shook. Luca
Valori sat up, still breathing hard, his colour inignd his eyes glittering as
they met the bitter resentment in hers. He slidhftbe bed, pulling on the
clothes she'd never even noticed him take off.&Meeted her head, pulling
the sheet up under her chin.

‘Carissima—he said urgently.

‘Just go,' she said, in a voice so quietly bittat he leaned over her and took
her hand. She snatched it away, and dark coloeriroiis face.



'We must talk, he pressed. 'You are angry thathths happened, but | was
So sure—'

'Sure of what?' she snapped.

‘That you felt the same desire for me as | do fou,yhe said simply,
buttoning his shirt. "Your words said no, but ybady said yes. Admit it,
Georgia. Because,' he added softly, his eyes nggledirs, ‘it would not have
been physically possible to take possession ofwititusuch rapture if you
had felt no desire for me.’

Georgia bit her lip in mortification. He was rigbf,course. Shhadwanted
him. 'l just didn't think you'd really take advageaof the fact,’ she said
hoarsely. 'l wanted you to kiss me, and touch me,not—not—" She
swallowed convulsively, her free hand to her hesdh& colour drained
suddenly from her face.

Luca leapt to her sidé&Che cosa—?"'
'My head.' She thrust a hand into her tangled aa.away, pleaséNow!'

Georgia felt his hand on her hair and flinched gweasard him mutter a

muffled oath. At last the door closed behind himg ghe threw the sheet
back and got out of bed, clutching at the bedparssfipport. Hopping and

limping in turn, she made it to the bathroom, taroa the hot water, then

lay in it as hot as she could bear it, wishing gfa could stay where she
was for the foreseeable future.

When she struggled out at last, wrapped in a hattel, she hobbled to the
doorway, then paused, bristling with hostility &g $ound Luca waiting for
her, showered and immaculate in pale linen trouserd one of his
inevitable blue shirts. Without a word he picked ing and carried her to the
chaise longue at the foot of the bed.

"You took the bandage off," he said, eyeing théskry swollen ankle.

'l had a very necessary bath," she returned lyitterl



'l will send Elsa—'
'No!" ,

'Yes. She has returned.' His eyes met hers. 'WHeift lou Elsa was
escorting my grandmother into the house. Nonnareaweave this room
and asked why | was there. It is her room when shgs here, you
understand. Elsa explained about you. My grandnnotleenanded my
reasons for being alone with you in your room, atrdw her own
conclusions. She was—not pleased.’

Georgia closed her eyes in despair. "You didri'terl what happened?”

'No. You think | am a fool?' Luca's mouth twistd&lt of course—you do. |
told her very little. But | fear she assumes much.’

She groaned in horror. 'Then | must leave at once.’
"You cannot!' he said fiercely. 'In your conditioh—

"You ignored myconditionearlier on!" Georgia flung at him. Luca flinched,
then turned on his heel and strode from the roomofnent later Elsa came
in with an armful of clothes, put them down on @i took one look at

Georgia and folded her in a firm embrace.

'Cry,' she commanded.

Georgia, much heartened by this treatment, obeged fimoment or two
then found she didn't want to cry any more. Elsadired the tumbled fair
hair back from Georgia's face. 'Come. | am to gelpdress, then you are to
take tea in the conservatory with Signora Valori.'

'Oh, no!" Georgia shuddered, but knew that there was nookayoiding
the interview with Luca's grandmother.

She let Elsa bind her ankle again, then put orhfresderwear and the
demure pink dress. She sat still meekly while haar tvas brushed, then



requested her handbag from the bedside table add enfew repairs to her
face—to Elsa's disapproval.

‘After such an experience why tire yourself witlelsthings?’
'l need it to boost my morale,’ said Georgia.
'Signora Valori is a very kind lady. You need neaif her.'

Georgia gave a wry smile. 'I'm not frightened. Jersibarrassed. | wish |
could run away and hide.’'

Elsa made soothing noises, then went from the rtodetch Luca. He came
quickly, grimly silent after a look at Georgia'dd;ovithdrawn face. He bent
down and scooped her up in his arms and carriedstikiin silence, to the
conservatory where Emilia Valori sat enthroned béla silver tray.

The elegant old lady stared in surprise as Lucaechhis burden in and set
her down on a chair by the table, then pulled ostbal for Georgia's foot.
'Nonna, this is the young lady engaged to give gddsnglish lessons.'
'How do you dosignora.'said Georgia, flushing. 'l sprained my ankle.’
At the look on his grandmother's face Luca's ham#smouth compressed.
'She did so last night, in the accident | descriteegou, Nonna,' he said
harshly. 'Not as a result of my attentions.’

'l am deeply relieved to hear it. Now present wgpprly, please.’

Georgia felt as though she was living through seoreeal dream as Luca
Valori presented her to his grandmother with foitgafor all the world as

though this were a tea-party where the two womehdmdy just met.

"You speak our language well, Miss Fleming," saign&a Valori, and
gestured at the tray. 'Will you take tea or coffee?

'She is forbidden coffee,’' put in Luca.



'I'd love some coffee," Georgia said flatly, igmgrihim, and the other
woman smiled and filled a cup with strong blackuidy then, without
consulting Georgia, added a spoonful of sugar.

"It will do you good,' she said firmly, and fixedittall, grim grandson with a
look. 'l think it best if you leave us, Luca.'

'‘Nonna—' he began urgently, but the small, elegait#ssed head shook in
refusal.

"You are in no position to object.’
Luca paused in front of Georgia. 'This is not mgadyou understand.’

She looked up at him in frozen silence, and withubual lift of his shoulder
he gave a brief, unsmiling bow to each lady anodgtrout into the garden.

‘And now he will drive that dangerous machine altreputostradaand try

to channel all his anger and shame into speedio&igValori shook her
head, and fixed Georgia with a commanding blue &yew then, Miss
Fleming, | met my grandson emerging from the roam gre occupying
since your accident. No one was in the house dirtiee so, tell me, did you
invite him there?'

'No, | did not," said Georgia expressionlessly.

Signora Valori eyed Georgia thoughtfully. 'Tell nagl you give Gianluca
cause to believe his advances might be welcome?"

It took a moment or two for her meaning to sink@eorgia's chin lifted. 'If

you mean was | attracted to your grandson, theratissver is yes.' She
sighed deeply. 'After my fall my common sense deseme, | admit. We

were both shocked and—and upset by the accideshtyarexchanged a few
kisses. If that is what you mean by encouragentlet) | suppose | am
partly to blame. He was quite frank aboutwanting-riivey to be my lover.'

She bit her lip miserably. 'l made the mistake ayirsg that it was

impossible, never dreaming that he'd take it akadlenge. That it would

lead to what happened just now.'



‘Then he did make love to you,' said Signora Vajoietly.
Georgia stared at her in dismay. 'Didn't he tell flwat?'

'‘No. He refused to give his reasons for being uwryoom. You have merely
confirmed my suspicions.' The old lady sighed. ®@&s Fleming, may |
ask what you want from Gianluca by way of repartlo

'‘Nothing whatsoever—thank you," added Georgia edlgt '‘Unless you
could persuade him to move out of the Villa Toscandl | leave for
England.’

'l am sure that could be arranged.’ Signora Vdtowwned. 'But when you
have time to think, my dear, you may find you neeate than that.’

Georgia put down her coffee-cup with a hand whiubok.

'Forgive me," went on her inquisitor relentles$iyt may | ask how old you
are, Miss Fleming? Were you a virgin before meetwity Luca?'

'I'm twenty-six," said Georgia, and smiled bittetAnd this was not, as you
so rightly suspect, my first experience of—of deam virtually engaged to
James Astin, who is a captain in the British Arrfye been in no hurry to
marry him, because | wanted a career of my ownrbefettling down to be
an army wife.'

'‘And in the meantime you met my grandson.' Thdaug sighed. 'Did Luca
know you were not indifferent to him?'

'Yes.' Georgia flushed. 'He knew. But | told himatthny relationship of the
kind he wanted was out of the question.’

'Why?" asked Signora Valori.

Georgia stared at her blankly. 'l would have thaugat was obvious. |
won't lie to you. | was deeply tempted. But | couldhrow away the
prospect of a perfectly suitable marriage just heeaGianluca Valori
wanted me for a—a playmate for a while. Also | hayeb at a school near



Venice. The principal is a strict lady. She woutdlyably dispense with my
services if she knew | was mad enough to have fair afith any man
during my employment—Iet alone a man idolised matiole for his
exploits on the Grand Prix circuit.'

'l see,’ said the other woman thoughtfully, hemshlack brows drawn
together below her coiled white hair. 'And are weondering if such a
fiasco could have consequences?’

Georgia nodded miserably, and Signora Valori raisedhoulder in a
familiar mannerism.

'Who knows? Nature can be very cruel, bestowinigidm on those who do
not wish for them and depriving others who wantihgesperately. But |
trust,’ she added with emphasis, 'that if a childud result from Luca's
attentions you will inform him.'

Panic rose in Georgia at the mere thought of ie &bn't want a child. Not
now, not like this. "There's probably no causecfmmcern,’ she said firmly,
then smiled at Signora Valori. 'I'm sure you'lliberested to learn how well
Alessa's doing with her English.’

'‘By which | am to take it the subject is closeditdshe old lady wryly. Very
well, Miss Georgia Fleming, we shall say no morex the moment." She
opened a small handbag and took out a card toteaBdorgia. 'Here is my
telephone number and address. Contact me at aay$inould you need to.'

She sighed heavily. 'Incidentally, my dear, beligueest for all concerned
if Marco knows nothing of this afternoon's incideHe cannot remedy it,
and he is very attached to Luca. It would merely tdhis burden of grief
over my Maddalena.' For a moment the autocratie liédce looked old and
weary. 'Do you agree?"

'Wholeheartedly," Georgia assured her.
Emilia Valori nodded in approval, sat even morecgrand gave Georgia a

determined smile. 'Now | shall do as you so obvipusnt, and discuss my
great-granddaughter. Is she as clever as Marceves/?'



There was much activity in the villa that evenisgedsa prepared a special
dinner in honour of Signora Valori, served earlean usual so that Alessa
could stay up for it.

'l had not meant to remain here longer than an boago,' the old lady told
Georgia, 'because | aem routeto Siena to stay with my sister. However, |
think it best | stay to see Alessa. Also | wouleelanother word with Luca.

| have rung Vittoria to explain and will arrive Biena after dinner instead
of before.’

'I'm'glad,’ said Georgia gratefully. 'Willyou askda not to tell Signor Sardi
about—about this afternoon?’

‘At first | thought to give him orders on the suttjeThe blue eyes twinkled.
'‘But | will make it a request. Luca does not takaens kindly. Will you ring
the bell for Pina, my dear? | have something yoy fimal very useful for a
day or two.'

Pina was sent to ask Signora Valori's chauffeuttferspare ebony walking
stick always kept in the car.

‘Thank you," said Georgia with fervour. 'Now | shéeel so helpless.'

When she returned to the ground-floor room Gedamiad that the bed had
been stripped and remade, even to a fresh counterplar clothes had been
brought downstairs and hung in the wardrobe, anir athe rest
recommended by Signora Valori she changed intdlek dress worn for
her first night.

The effect was somewhat marred by wearing onlydaek linen pump, but
Georgia shrugged philosophically, made up her faite great care, then
gingerly brushed her hair into a smooth, shiningwbich she secured with
an onyx and gilt clasp. As she laid down the brsist heard cars drive up
and then Alessa shouting '‘Bisnonna!' at the tdpeofvoice as she rushed to
the conservatory to greet her great- grandmother.



Georgia threaded her pearl drops through her #aes, stiffened as she
heard a tap on the door. But it was Pina who plead round it, smiling

shyly.
'Signor Luca is asking when you wish to be cartedinner, Signorina.’
So Luca was back.

Georgia flourished the ebony stick, smiling brightTell him | can manage
on my own now, thank you, Pina.'

Determined to suffer the tortures of the damnéeerathan accept help from
Luca, Georgia limped slowly across the hall, legriiravily on the stick,her
teeth sunk in her bottom lip with effort as sheateged the gleaming wood
floor.

'Stupiditd' said a voice roughly, and without ceremony Lucssed the
stick on a long crimson sofa and scooped her upisnarms. 'You are
prepared to risk further damage to your ankle raten let me help you?'
he demanded, glaring into her stormy eyes.

'Yes,' she snapped.

'We need to talk,’ he stated grimly as he strodth Wmer along the
passageway to the conservatory.

'‘No, we don't. There's nothing to be said.' Shegdher head away, then all
further private conversation was suspended as Adlesmsie running to meet
them, her face blazing with excitement becausenstseallowed to stay up
to dinner.

'‘Are you better, Georgia?' she asked anxiously s lset his unwilling
burden down on a chair near Signora Valori.

'Darling, I'm fine. It's just this silly foot. I'lbe running around as fast as you
in a day or two."' Georgia kissed the flushed litteek, then gave a belated
greeting to Signora Valori and Marco Sardi.



'Did you enjoy the peace and quiet this afternoasked Marco kindly.

'Yes, indeed,' said Georgia in a strangled tone bemt to examine her foot
in embarrassment.

'‘Give her some champagne, Luca," said his grandmaickly. 'It is my
weakness,' she added as Georgia straightenetbvil mlyself one glass a
week. Tonight | may even have two.'

'Is this a celebration of some kind, Emilia?' ask&dco, amused.

'It's not often you have an English guest,’ sha'neid blandly, and smiled at
Georgia. 'We spent a very interesting afternooettogy.'

'So your peace and quiet was short-lived," he gaiGeorgia, who was
beginning to wish she'd stayed in her room.

Fortunately the presence of Alessa prevented astyn¢gp awkwardness,
since she sat on Luca's knee and gave him a blelldwy account of her
visit to her cousins, boasting of their amazemertteat prowess in their
swimming pool.

"You have done well, Georgia," said Signora Valoan undertone. 'Alessa
is a different child.’

Luca glanced up sharply at the hint of familiabistween the two women,
and Georgia turned her head away quickly, stifiwésentment at the mere
sight of those brilliant blue eyes.

'‘Are you sure you feel well?' asked Marco, frownifigou look very
flushed, Georgia.'

She smiled brightly. 'It's the champagne.’
Georgia was seated between Marco Sardi and Aleés$iareer, with Luca

opposite, beside his grandmother. Each time sheetbap she found his
eyes trained on her, and to avoid them she engtdsseself in Alessa's



account of her day, which had included impressirgdousins with the tale
of her adventure in the storm.

'l told them | cried and cried when the stairs @il you,' said Alessa, too
excited to eat more than a few mouthfuls of thedfpat in front of her.

It is lucky Georgia has only a sprained anklad saica abrasively. 'l had
no idea those stairs were so unsafe.'

It was always my intention to have them repaireshid Marco
remorsefully. 'But lately—' He broke off, shruggjrend Signora Valori
smiled at him kindly.

'Luckily there was no harm done, Marco.’

Georgia glared at Luca for adding to the lines aardd Sardi's face. 'It was
my fault for forgetting the doll,’ she said with phasis.

Luca said very little from that point on—somethivgich, by his puzzled
look, Marco Sardi was very much aware of as hechtite tension on his
brother-in-law's handsome face. It was left to SrgnValori to keep the
conversation flowing, and only Alessa commentedh@nuncle's silence.

‘Are you all right, Luca?' she asked anxiously, hadmiled with genuine
warmth at his niece, his eyes tender.

'l am very well, thank you, my darling,” he assutest. 'And, because
Georgia has hurt her foot, tomorrow / shall take gasimming in the pool.'

Alessa was so pleased with this promise that stdema objection when
Pina came to collect her to put her to bed. Shoiesl kisses on everyone,
asked her great-grandmother to come again soon,vtieat off with the
maid, leaving the others to their coffee.

'In a few minutes | must leave," said Signora Maltmoking suddenly
weary. 'It is quite wonderful to see Alessa,so atéd and cheerful again,
Marco.'



He nodded gravely. 'l am grateful to Georgia. Sa lbeen very good for
my little one.’

'‘Alessa will miss her,' agreed the old lady, gettm her feet.
'We shall all miss her," said Luca as he leapssisa her.

‘Then perhaps she will stay a little longer, if gome is very kind to her,’
said Emilia Valori with significance. She bent o¥&eorgia and kissed her
on both cheeks. 'Goodbye, my dear. Remember wdead I

Georgia was left alone' at the table, feeling satideveary and homesick
and in great need of her mother. Her ankle throliedison with the bump
on her head, and she looked up in appeal as Efsa taclear away.

'What is it?" said the woman quickly. 'Do you néeel bathroom?’

' need to go to bed,’ said Georgia thickly. 'Coxdd fetch my stick, please,
Elsa?'

'Of course, of course. | shall help you—and tedir®ir Sardi you were tired.'

In minutes Georgia was lying in the wide, cool bgapped up on pillows
with her hair brushed loose, a tray with tea arld danks beside her and a
book in her lap. Released from the effort to sraibel make conversation,
slowly she began to relax, to put the events ofddng into perspective. It
was, she decided, impossible to erase the episitdé.wca from her mind.
She would go over it dispassionately instead, rathan let it assume
nightmare proportions in some locked mental conmpeunt.

For the first time Georgia let herself dwell on whad happened, to view
the episode with Luca objectively. Because, altidugca had taken her by
surprise, at a time when she was half-asleep aadviinerable state after
the accident, it was useless to deny her ultimaspanse to him—a
response she'd never felt before, certainly nahemelatively fewoccasions
that she'd shared a bed with James, she realispested.



What made one man's lovemaking so different froottaer's? Chemistry,
presumably. But the biggest surprise had beenttarhelplessness against
the driving force of a man determined to be herfout showed very
graphically how lucky she'd been never to haveupiagainst it before.

Admittedly the sprained ankle had been a contnilgutactor in her lack of
defence. But there was more to it than that. Inalsiarms she'd experienced
rapture as well as resentment at male dominatidrhanutter confidence in
her willingness. And, she thought wearily, sheatmed something else too.
Even if she never laid eyes on Gianluca Valori én life again, marriage
with James was no longer possible.

The realisation banished sleep altogether. Des$@iteheadache and deep
reluctance for the task, she forced herself toentntJames immediately to

tell him so. The letter took a long time, with & & discarded notepaper

before she finally made it clear to James, asuligthnd gently as possible,

that she could never be his wife.

Utterly exhausted afterwards, feeling like a muedeGeorgia picked up her
book and tried to read, half her attention on tbensls of a household
retiring io bed. Elsa and Pina, she knew, retit@dlyeon Saturday nights to
go to church early on Sunday mornings. Luca's vdimets she refused to
dwell on.

After another hobbling, painful trip to the bathmedseorgia returned to
bed, to read again in an attempt to woo sleepitbwas impossible. Guilt
over James, not least because she kept thinkihgicd instead, kept her
wide awake. Would Luca leave the villa as she'ded8kHe must have
another home somewhere, because it was obvioukeltabnly moved into
the Villa Toscana after his sister died. If it w@&tdor Alessa, of course, the
simplest solution would be to leave the villa hdrsghe thought about it at
length, but couldn't bear the thought of hurtinggegda by leaving earlier
than arranged. As it was, the parting would be lear@ugh when the time
came.

It was an hour after midnight when Georgia stredcbet her hand to turn
off the lamp, then froze as she saw the door ofba.held her breath, her



heart hammering as Luca came into the room andtsbutoor noiselessly
behind him.



CHAPTER EIGHT

'l wiLL not harm you further, | swear,' said Luca harstdyt | must talk to
you.'

Georgia gave him a hostile stare. 'Then pleasekdpeglish. I'm too tired to
struggle with a foreign language tonight. Besidleste's nothing to say.'

His jaw tightened. 'There is much to say,' he ezhlswitching to English,
his accent marked as he searched for the rightsvtrdegin by expressing
my regret for what happened. It was a mistake.'

'A mistak®' she said, incensed.

He shrugged impatiently. 'If you insist on Englistmay not use the right
words. Yes, it was a mistake. But you must undadstayou possess for me
something | have not met before in a woman. It dnoxe to madness today.
Perhaps the accident last night sent me crazy. égldt was agony to
think of you with this James of yours—Tom Hannagoall wanted—
needed-te show you what love could be like between you arg] that |
could make you forget both of them in my arms. Aviten you yielded to
my kisses so—so ravishingly | thought—I believed—'

'l would welcome you into my bed with open armseageryone was out of
the way today,' she said brutally, and had thesfsation of seeing dark
colour rush into his face.

Luca turned away, but only to fetch a chair. 'Yeurpit?' he said formally,
and at her shrug of indifference seated himselff @separed for a long
discussion. 'l know that in your country custome different,’ he began
slowly. "Your religion, certain attitudes—'

‘Towards sex, you mean," she said without emotiéau thought that

because I'm twenty-six years old, with a reasonédate and figure, and
independent enough to take a job in a foreign eguhtvas sure to have a
string of lovers as well as James. One more, yought, would make very
little difference.’



‘That is not true,’ he said hotly, and leaned fodywais eyes blazing into
hers. 'l believed only one lover, though | alsopgased youicognato,this
Tom Hannay. | desired to make you forget all menrba. It was not my
intention to—' He stopped, and breathed in deeplgase believe me,
Georgia! | wanted you badli2io, I still do. You had kissed me, here in this
room after the accident; | held you in my arms wowl responded to me; my
need for you was like fire in my blood. | thought—'

'In Grand Prix terms you thought you were in potesipon,” she said
scathingly, and turned her head on the pillow wedlf's all right, Gianluca

Valori. | absolve you of guilt. After the accidensuppose | wasn't quite
sane myself. You took me by surprise when you kisse here last night.'
Georgia turned back to him with a sardonic littlaile. 'But it never

occurred to me that you'd actually follow the ke&sae right here under your
brother-in-law's roof. Heavens above, Luca, I'vé gasprained ankle, a
bump on my headndI'm in your grandmother's bed.’

'l know, | know,"' he threw back at her, scowlingdkly. He raked a hand
through his thick dark hair. '‘But last night | tighu at first you were dead.
Then | found you were not.' He drew in a deep, eady breath, his eyes
brilliant as they locked with hers. 'From the moinkfirst saw you on the

plane | desired you, then today, to have you hsfpila my arms—' He

shrugged morosely. 'l lost my head.'

'Don't worry, | shan't sue,’ she said bleakly.

'Sue? What is that?'

Georgia thought for a momen€itare in giudizio.'

"You have no need for the law!" he retorted, amdrsp to his feet, his face
dark with offence. 'l am a Valori. We pay our defitsll me what you want

of me and it is yours.'

She looked at him in silence, then smiled fairiyything?'

Luca Valori stood like a man facing a firing-squakhything."'



‘Then | think | have the right to demand—' Geongaused tantalisingly,
enjoying the tension in his face '—your absence.'

He looked thunderstruckCosa?'

"Your absence,’ she repeated patiently. 'l want toueave the Villa
Toscana and stay away until | go home in three w/déke. You can visit
Alessa on my days off,' she added. 'Elsa can ringty let you know when
| go out.’

'But Alessa wants me here. You will not be so ctaghe child,’ he added,
with such triumph that Georgia could have hit him.

'With me here she won't mind so much. And you dig ‘anything"," she
reminded him. 'Are you going back on your word?'

‘No, I am not!" Gianluca Valori gave her a fulmingtlook and strode to the
door. He opened it, then ' turned to look at Wdy. grandmother told me
you wanted me to go, but I did not believe her. ®letme | was fortunate.
That some women would be demanding money, or, werssn marriage,
in the circumstances.’

''ve already got a bridegroom, just waiting for ta@ame the day,' Georgia
said, fingers crossed under the sheet. That onoesleeceived her letter
this would no longer be true was nothing at atiéowith Luca.

'So?' He smiled sceptically. 'If | proposed mareidghink you might send
this soldier of yours away.'

Georgia went white with rage. "You can think whai yike! Nevertheless, |
don't want you for a husband, nor do | want any @ydrom you. | can earn
my own. So goodbye.'

'‘Goodbye?' He stared at her incredulously. 'Youmtlis?'

'Yes.'



He came back to the bed, looking down at her flddaee, at the mass of
fair, tumbled hair, and suddenly his eyes flameefoBe she realised his
intention he reached down and pulled her up in® drims, his mouth
bruising hers with a punitive, angry kiss. Georfgig limp against him.

Instinct told her that resistance was unwise. & $bught, Luca might

decide to carry on where he'd left off, and one waag another that would
be a very bad idea.

'No," he said harshly, reading her mind. 'l wiltadd to my crime. But if
this is goodbye | will make sure you remember me.'

He bent his head and kissed her again, but this with such passionate
enticement that she failed to control a shiveresponse, and he caught her
close against him in the crook of one arm whileffreg hand slid over the
satin covering her breasts. She gasped and heasadethered sound deep
in his throat, his kiss deepening until her semeeked and she would have
given her soul to throw her arms round his neckrapéat the experience of
the afternoon. But pride and sanity kept her rigitlis embrace, and after a
moment Luca laid her against the pillows, his breaf hurried as he
straightened to stare down at her.

'Very well, English teacher. | will go tomorrow. ¢ioes hard with me to
submit so tamely. But | gave my word."' He waiteddeanoment, then, when

she said nothing, he lifted a shoulder in his ysuadligent shrug and strode
from the room.

Next morning Pina arrived alone with the breakfay, to report that
Alessa would be in later. She was breakfasting Wwéhfather and uncle,
because Signor Luca was going away for a while.

'Really?' said Georgia lightly. 'A business trip?'

'No, miss. He is going to his house. Some buildepairs are needed there.'

'Oh." Georgia fought with her curiosity and log¢here does he live?'



'In the hills a few kilometres from here.' Pina paitea, then began tidying
the room. 'The house was a farm once. Signor Lasadbne a lot of work
on it.*

Georgia asked no more questions, much as she'dlikadeto, and when
Alessa came running to see her she had managédwesand dress and
was ready to hobble to the conservatory with tldecdi.her stick. Marco
Sardi was waiting for her to enquire how she wad, @eorgia assured him
that she was almost fully recovered.

'Even so, do not overdo things today," he advi$&dFassi will call this
afternoon. By the way,' he added, 'Luca sends &asl gvishes for your
recovery, but he will be away for a time. His honseds attention, he says.'

'So Pina told me." Georgia sat down on a sofa,isgngratefully as Alessa
rushed to place a stool under the injured footatikhyou, darling.'

'l will look after Georgia, Papa,’ she assuredfagrer. 'And | will be very
good.’

Marco Sardi laughed indulgently, and kissed hitddvingly. 'Then | may
go to Valorino with a light heart!"

Having demanded Luca's absence, Georgia foundlieatnissed him quite
desperately. Without his company to look forwardrtdhe evenings life
was suddenly flat. Her main consolation was thédrapprovement in her
ankle. By the end of the week she was walking withe stick, but the
doctor advised against a return to her old rooryingamprovement would
be swifter without several trips a day up two ftigjof stairs.

Georgia was sorry. To remain in the bed where lhathheld her naked in
his arms was no help in putting the incident froen fmind. And to her deep
dismay she went on missing him more and more dsamcpassed. Marco
Sardi came home each night, scrupulously passimgpod wishes for her
health from Luca, and Georgia accepted them pglitebping that he



couldn't tell that the very mention of Luca's nama&de her pulse race and
her appetite decrease.

Since Marco Sardi seemed to eat less and lessdegctand Georgia was
little better, Elsa became quite voluble on thejettband demanded to
know if there was something wrong with her cookidgsured that her food
was superlative, as always, she confided to Georxaday that the master
was worrying her.

'He is still grieving,' she said darkly. 'Withotietsignorahe is like a lost
soul. Only Alessa keeps him alive, | think.'

Even allowing for a touch of Latin drama, Georgmald see that Elsa had
good cause for worry, and assured her employestietwas quite happy to
remain at the villa over the weekend if he needst instead of spending
the time with Alessa.

'‘No, my dear. Certainly not. You must go on youistponed trip to
Florence. | enjoy time spent with my daughter; dlsoa is joining us for
lunch. You can leave us alone with a clear conseieilis eyes twinkled.
'When you go for good we shall have to manage witlgou, remember.'

'Yes, of course,’ she said automatically, her esitsmn for Florence
diminished by the prospect of missing Luca.

‘Georgia,' he went on, stirring sugar into his eeff'You would tell me if
there was something wrong, | hope.'

She looked at him, startled. 'Wrong?"

He shrugged. 'You eat less than | these days, acd is irritable and
withdrawn and working like a man possessed atahbrica.l have no wish
to intrude on your private concerns, but while yave under my roof |
naturally feel responsible for your welfare. | kndwca is attracted to you.
Then suddenly he says he must go. That his howesisrigs attention. | do
not believe it. | think you had a quarrel. And duyhave been offended in
any way | wish to know.'



‘There's nothing wrong, | assure you,' said Geopfgeling utterly wretched
at the lie. 'And my lack of appetite stems fromkla¢ exercise. I'm now
good as new and shortly I'll be eating like a hagain.'

Marco Sardi looked unconvinced. 'Very well, my ddayou say so. Now

let us talk of arrangements for tomorrow. Unfortietya Franco needs the
car. But he will take you to the station and yon ga by train to Florence.
Then either he or | will pick you up again when yeturn.'

'I'd prefer that,’ said Georgia truthfully. 'Dr Baadvised against driving for
another week, so the train will be fine. I've gaps and a guidebook, so
Florence, here | come!’

Georgia was up at the crack of dawn next day, badsfectionate farewell
to a sleepy Alessa, then went off with Franco ticltghe train to Florence
in the gold heat haze of a Tuscan summer morning.

She enjoyed the journey and got off the train @&zi®he Santa Maria
Novella in Florence. Guidebook in hand, she huroédamong the other
passengers, but slowed down as she reached theirtgmyndows of
expensive shops set in the Renaissance buildingpalazziof the Via
Tornabuoni. Then, after consultation with her n&® made her way to the
great Piazza della Signoria, and the Uffizi, tleasure house of Florentine
Renaissance art. Though here in Florence, thougbtdi as she joined the
gueue waiting to get in, she really should thinktais the Rinascimento,
since she was in the place where it all began.

Surrounded by tourists and students talking evamguage under the sun,
Georgia waited patiently, watching the waiters whoved among the

tables in the outdoor restaurants. She would haadylliked a cappuccino,

but not enough to yield her place in a line whicdsvalready snaking in a
double row as the time to open approached.

At last Georgia paid her lire and ascended thet gteae Vasari staircase to
the gallery where the paintings, she found, weranged by centuries, so



that the art lover could feed on a banquet of aitl lout in strict
chronological order from the thirteenth to the ¢ggimth century.

If the outing had been planned as a welcome diwerts take her mind off
Luca Valori, it failed. As Georgia moved from onarfous painting to
another she found her delight in the visual feaatred by a quite violent
longing to have him beside her to share it. Sherhadaged to persuade
herself these past few days that she'd done ratilen expelling him from
her life. It was daunting to find herself so wrong.

But her depression lifted gradually as Georgia,gtiéer of a surveyor,
gazed on paintings which displayed the Renaissakitleand fascination
with perspective. And the exquisite paganism ofrttaédens in Botticelli's
Primavera,when she managed to find space enough in the dowyaze at
them, was just as enchanting as she'd expected.

It was a couple of hours later, feeling almost ddzg such an overdose of
visual pleasure, that Georgia emerged from theegafiear the Loggia dei
Lanzi, and managed to find a free table in a cralvdetdoor cafe. She
ordered a much needed cappuccino and a pastrgedihed down to write

the postcards she'd bought in the Uffizi, deephgoeseful at posting James
her goodbye letter instead of the views of Floresemt to her parents and
Charlotte and Tom.

She sighed and ordered another cappuccino thenoifanttackle the wait
to get into the Bargello, which her guidebook stated once been the
prison where the bell tolled for every executiohe$e days, she read, it was
to sculpture what the Uffizi was to paintings.

Georgia paid her bill, then threaded her way thhotige crowd, past the
great square fortress of the Palazzo Vecchio wsthigh off-centre tower,
and with the aid of her map quickly reached thegBlo to see the great
achievements of Michelangelo and Donatello, whiged to be eighty, she
read as she waited in line, and was never shodoofmissions. When
Georgia finally saw the latter's long-hairBavid in bronze in the Great
Hall on the first floor she could see why.



The Bargello was about to close by the time shaid fhe various works of
Michelangelo and his contemporaries the necessapect. Her ankle had
begun to throb, her head ached a little, and Gaatgcided to skip lunch
and call it a day.

She caught a train back as soon as she got ttetiens and abandoned any
idea of ringing Franco to fetch her, as arrangé@ \Bas much earlier than
intended, and Franco might not even be there, wiiht force Marco
Sardi to collect her. For once, she thought, yagimmthe crowded train,
she would forget the expense and take a taxi fraocé to the villa.

When Georgia finally arrived at the house she foiind uproar. Alessa
came running to her and flung herself into Geosgaaims, crying bitterly,
followed by a distraught Pina.

'It is the master,’ said Pina, red-eyed. 'He has baken ill. Signor Luca has
driven him to the hospital.'

'Hospital?' asked Georgia, going cold. Her armbtéiged round Alessa.
‘There, there, darling, don't cry so hard."

'‘Papa’s ill!" sobbed Alessa, and looked up at Gaangappeal. 'Will he go to
heaven like Mamma?'

'Of course not, darling," said Georgia firmly, detlp hoping that she was
right.

'‘But Papa had a pain and Dr Fassi said he mush geethospital so they
could make the pain go away.' The child burrowedhead into Georgia's
shoulder. 'Dr Fassi made your pain go away heieomie!"

'l think you should let Pina wash your face, whigg and talk to Elsa,’ said
Georgia lovingly. 'Then perhaps you and | couldenhtea together in the
conservatory, darling.’'



With utmost reluctance Alessa went upstairs witieRihile Georgia raced
to the kitchen to talk with Elsa.

'It looked like a heart attack," said the housekeeponfirming Georgia's
worst fears. She sighed, her face lined with wdiiityank the good Lord you
came back early. Fortunately Signor Luca was hedet@ok charge.’

'l should have been here," said Georgia wretchéldbpuld have gone to
Florence any time. Signor Sardi insisted | tooketioff, but—"'

'My dear, you're here now.' Elsa managed a smifdessa came back with
Pina. 'Now you shall have some tea—perhaps songethieat. Are you
hungry?’

Georgia shook her head and put an arm round theeditl. 'Just some tea,
and perhaps some of your delicious biscuits, Elsane on, darling.’

As soon as they reached the conservatory Alesswetl onto Georgia's
lap. 'l want to see Papa,' she said forlornly.

‘The moment the doctor says you can, you shathnmed Georgia, and
coaxed her to eat some of the biscuits that Elsaght in herself with the
tea, Pina following close behind.

'It is good you are back,' said Elsa, watchingc¢hid relax in Georgia's
arms.

"'l move back upstairs, next to Alessa,' said @&owith decision, and Pina
hurried off to move Georgia's belongings, plainigdjto have occupation.

Alessa, worn out with tears and shock, was alrdaalfrasleep against
Georgia's shoulder as Elsa confided in an undertbakt she had been
worried about the master for some time.

'So have |," agreed Georgia softly, smoothing thilel's ruffled dark curls.
'He's eaten very little for the past week or two.'



Elsa nodded, looking worried. 'Thank God Luca waiehHe is a tower of
strength in emergency.' She gave Georgia a wtg Bthile. "The only time
I've seen him lose his head was the night he camvéh you unconscious in
his arms.’

Georgia flushed, but met the woman's eyes squakdywill move back
here now, of course.’

Elsa nodded. 'He has no choice. Alessa needs him.'

So do |, thought Georgia. 'Elsa,’ she said quicklpes Signora Valori
know?'

The woman shook her head. 'She is old. Signor thanaght it best to wait a
little until—'

'Until you have better news to give her,' said @eofirmly, shifting the
sleeping child more comfortably on her lap.

Elsa nodded, brightening. 'True. Now | shall tak@ythe tray and make a
start on dinner.'

Alessa slept for a while, then woke with a stalte Telief on her face when
she found herself with Georgia was deeply moving,\&on her a hug and a
kiss.

'Papa?’ said the child hopefully.

'No news yet, poppet,’ said Georgia, getting tofaet. She held out her
hand to the child. 'Come on, let's find Pina andyge bathed and in your
nightgown. Then I'll read to you, and as a treaglmeayou can have a snack
in bed for once.’

The programme met with tearful approval and Alegsat off with Georgia
obediently, calling for Pina as they went throué bhall. Bathtime was as
protracted and time-consuming as Georgia could niak®de joyful in the
end when a panting Elsa burst in, beaming all beerface.



'Signor Luca has telephoned to say your Papa isrbéttle one. He sends
his love and tells you to be a good girl.’

The joy on Alessa’s face was so radiant that Gadragi to swallow hard.

'‘Now | am hungry!" announced Alessa, and Elsa tBola off at once,
promising to send her up with a special supper ay of celebration.

It was after nine by the time Alessa was sleepearpfully and Georgia felt
free to take a swift bath. Surprised to realise e was hungry too, she
brushed her hair dry as quickly as possible, doesseiftly in the
almond-pink dress and went to check on AlessahByYight of a small lamp
she found the child fast asleep and Pina dozirg ¢hair beside the bed.
Relieved, she went downstairs to find Elsa crostieghall.

'l will bring dinner to the conservatory in a fewmates,' said the woman,
plainly in a hurry to get back to the kitchen, &ebrgia, armed with a book,
went along the corridor to the conservatory, hajgpsead for a while until
the meal arrived.

But Luca Valori had arrived before her. He rosehie feet, elegant as
always, but his face weary below hair still dangnira shower.

'Elsa tells me you know | must stay here while Magcin hospital,' he said
without preliminaries. 'l have no choice.'

'‘But of course!" Georgia bit her lip. 'l had nolhrigo ask you to go. Not that
any of that is the least important now. How is Sig8ardi?’

Luca pulled out a chair for her and resumed his.oM@ is better. It was not
a heart attack, as we all feared. He was in gra&at put it was due to what
the consultant in Pisa diagnosed as an inflamel@tgulot a problem with
his heart.’

Georgia let out a great sigh of relief. 'Thank et | know all about that,
as it happens. My father suffered from it a yeasmback before he retired.
It's the preliminary stage to—to—' She searchedttier word and Luca
smiled.



'Ulcers," he supplied. 'Brought on by stress, oicWiMarco has had more
than his share since Maddalena died.’

Georgia gave him a smile of such radiant reliet thia eyes lit in swift
response.

'He was obliged to swallow a camera!' he said, gcimg, and Georgia
nodded.

'l don't know what you call it, but in English it&1 endoscopy. My father
had that done. It highlights the problem and shawg on a television
screen. In Dad's case it meant a careful diet amduase of pills and
medicine, and now, unless he's careless, he haobtem at all.’

'‘Good. | trust it will be the same for Marco—' Lutzapt to his feet

suddenly. 'Forgive me, | did not offer you a drinkhought we might

celebrate with champagne.’

'l ought to eat something before | have a drirdd §eorgia apologetically.
'Since breakfast two cappuccinos are all I've Hahday except some tea
when | came home.'

Luca gave her a sharp look, then smiled slowin glad.’

‘That | haven't eaten anything?'

He shook his head. 'That you can think of the Vilkscana as home—in the
circumstances.’



CHAPTER NINE

OVER dinner that night Georgia did her best to keepatimeosphere light,
and in the main Luca cooperated. In their mutuifréhat Marco Sardi's
illness was not a heart attack after all, theyaamtexcellent dinner of Elsa's
famed bistecca fiorentinaaccompanied by a Chianti Classico of such
excellence that Georgia rashly cast caution towhls and drank two
glasses of it as well as the celebratory glassmidge champagne.

During the meal they discussed the paintings anpsoe that Georgia had
seen earlier, the redecoration in train at Lucalssh in the hills and the new
orders crowding in for the Supremo, talking togethiee two civilised
people as though the incident in the ground-floedrbom had never
happened.

As they drank coffee together later Luca smile@aorgia teasingly.

'So you have been to Florence without seeing Mastgelo'David.'
Georgia nodded ruefully. ‘I left him for the crowgitouch to the day, but
after the visit to the Bargello | was tired and ankle hurt, so | caught the
next train back instead.’

'It must have been a shock to arrive home to thnsroé Marco.'

‘It was.' She shivered. 'Poor little Alessa waa farrible state, convinced he
was going to die like her mamma.’

He stared into his cup, his eyes sombre. 'He wasdh pain that | confess |
shared her fears.' He looked up with a smile. "Tweke unfounded, thank
God, and we can all sleep in peace tonight.'

Georgia nodded. 'And | shall hear if Alessa wakes.’

‘Then you have moved back to the room next to Heessaid, with a scowl.

'Yes.'



"You could not bear to stay in the other one?"

She eyed his averted profile with hostility. 'Naitpiof the sort. On Dr
Fassi's advice | did stay there until today. Bimolught I'd sleep near Alessa
in the circumstances, in case she might need rtieeinight.’

'It is a coincidence, then, that you moved oncelaw | was coming back
to the villa to stay?'

‘Entirely.’
He lifted a sardonic eyebrow, and thrust out his far more coffee.

Georgia refilled it with a commendably steady haBtould you drink so
much coffee late at night?'

'l sleep badly lately whether | drink coffee or hdte said with sudden
violence, and drained the cup.

Georgia rose to her feet hurriedly. 'It's late—tineent to bed. Goodnight.
I'm glad Signor Sardi is not in danger.’

Luca stood up, looking down at her broodingly héls take Alessa to Pisa
to visit him tomorrow. Take advantage of her abseaid rest, Georgia.
You look tired.’

'It's been quite a day,' she returned lightly.

'Very true.' He gave her a formal little bow. '‘Gadgght. | think it best | deny
myself the pleasure of escorting you to your room."'

She bit her lip, then on impulse held out her hdngta, couldn't we forget
everything that happened before today? Go on frera hs—as friends for
the rest of my stay, for Alessa's sake?'

He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it. 'Vergll, Georgia. If that is
what you wish." He smiled into her eyes. 'Only alfavould refuse
friendship offered by a beautiful woman. And | nia many things but |



am not a fool." His mouth twisted. 'Except on aaiarrecent occasion, of
course.'

Georgia withdrew her hand. 'l repeat, Luca, lettgét all that. Goodnight.'

Next morning Luca was waiting at the breakfastaatdthen Georgia arrived
with Alessa. He brought a beaming smile to theddhiface by telling her
that he'd rung the hospital, that Papa was mudbraatd looking forward to
her visit that afternoon.

Alessa was so overjoyed that the meal was a veppyhane, with no
constraint possible between the two adults ashié chattered nineteen to
the dozen. Later all three of them spent time & pbol, and afterwards
shared a cold lunch in the garden.

'Luca says you must rest while we are away thesadon,’ ordered Alessa,
and Georgia smiled.

‘Then of course | will," she said demurely, andd.laughed.

'‘Because you feel inclined to do so, no doubtfromh any obedience to my
wishes!'

"You understand me very well," she said as Aless# off with Pina to tidy
herself for the outing.

'If only that were true!’

'I'm a very uncomplicated person.’

'‘Soam I

'In that case life should be peaceful for the oéshy stay.'

'It is a possibility, of course.' Luca smiled. 'Bahink you should know that
| meant every word, Georgia.'



She fixed him with a dark, suspicious gaze. 'Whicind in particular?’

'l am merely making it clear that although | hageead to this friendship
you propose | still want to be your lover. Even mapw than before.’

Georgia frowned. 'What do you mean?"

He stared at her, swinging car keys from a longn $brefinger. 'l am
obsessed with the desire to teach you the fullygtdrwhat love can be
between a man and a woman.' His eyes kindleduhdoyour surprising
lack of expertise in such circumstances very ségkict yearn to further
your education, English teacher. Ittigat, not the coffee, which keeps me
awake at night.'

A great tide of colour rushed into her face, hegrauretort stifled by the
return of Alessa in all the glory of a new bluesire

'I'm ready, I'm ready,’ cried the child, runningrewds them. She held up her
face for Georgia's kiss, then took Luca by the h&ek you later, Georgia.'

'Yes, darling," said Georgia with difficulty. 'Myebt wishes to your father.'

Luca smiled at Georgia, his eyes brilliant with dater at her barely
contained outrage. 'Make sure you rest,’ he sditlly saith such false
solicitude that her teeth ground together as hke ba®little niece off to the
waiting car.

Left to herself, Georgia lay in a garden chair urateumbrella, in no mood
to take herself off to bed as Elsa strongly advi§&#te needed to be in the
open air, too restless to cage herself up in hemrafter Luca's parting shot.
In a way, she conceded when she'd calmed dowitle ittwas flattering
that he still wanted to make love to her aftergh@arrassing sequel to the
first time. But that was it, of course—a simple teabf image. Gianluca
Valori wanted her to remember him as the greavegtrlof all time. Which,
unfortunately, he was, as far as she was concerned.

Not that it mattered, Georgia promised herself. iy would it happen
again. And not solely because it would be increddtupid on her part



either. She found Luca Valori irresistible in almesery way, and she'd be
lying to herself if she tried to deny it. His kissend caresses set her on fire
as no other man's had ever come near to doing.gaéoheart beat faster
and her pulse raced at the mere thought of histakeng and she buried
herself in her book, forcing her attention on tteysin an attempt to erase
him from her mind.

When Pina brought a tea-tray out later she repdhatSignor Luca had
rung to say that he would be later than expectedturning because he was
taking Alessa to her aunt's house near Lucca ow#yehome, to report to
Signor Sardi's sister.

Georgia was glad of the respite. She had a leisis®im as the heat
lessened, then went indoors to laze in the bathfiargh her book before
making her weekly call to her parents. After tatkio her mother she felt
restless and a little homesick as usual, and,tto\g it, spent a lot of time
fussing with her hair and going through her limiteakdrobe for something
to wear to dinner. Although she refused to becomealValori's latest
playmate, she was human enough to want to lookésrfor the meal that
they would share alone in Marco Sardi's absence.

But Franco was obliged to fetch Alessa home fromamt's house. Luca
had been called away to some crisis at Valorino.

On a Sunday evening? A likely story, thought Gemrggathingly as she
listened to Alessa's account of her visit to thepital. No doubt he had a
very different kind of call to make, on some ladgmn complaisant than
Alessa’'s English teacher.

'The doctor says Papa needs rest,' reported Alssshe must stay at the
hospital for a little while. But he is much bett&eorgia. Oh, | forgot. Zia
Claudia said | must tell you she was sorry notritogome home herself. She
drove to Pisa to see Papa instead.’

Having taken such care with her appearance, Geoaogian't bring herself
to plead a headache and ask Elsa for a tray imdoen. Once Alessa was
settled for the night Georgia was obliged to eatalitary splendour in the



conservatory, her dinner utterly ruined by speamtabn where Luca was
eating his, and with whom.

Furious at her irrational jealousy, Georgia fortedself to linger with the

tea-tray that Elsa insisted on providing, then wieng stroll in the garden

before taking herself to bed. As she wanderedesslif under the velvety,

starlit sky she heard a car turn in at the gate lsrdheart leapt as she
recognised the distinctive throaty growl! of the &upo.

Luca was a lot earlier than expected. Georgia &drnmto the house, then
slowed deliberately to a walk on her way to thd, lvehere she found Luca
on his way to the stairs. To her astonishment refithy.

‘Therewasa crisis, then?' she said, and could have bitteridngue at the
gleam of white teeth in Luca's dirty face.

"You doubted it?' he said mockingly.
Georgia shrugged. 'On a Sunday night it seemed-suah

‘There was a fire in one of the outbuildings atfgiddrica.-Nothing serious.
| helped put it out," he said without drama.

'No fire brigade?"
'Oh, yes, they came. But by that time the flame®weader control—we are
prepared for such accidents." He scowled. 'Somearegarded the "no

smoking" signs.’

Elsa came hurrying into the hall, and gave a streg¢ahe sight of him.
'‘Luca! What happened?’

He explained, and she went hurrying off to preameeal, telling him to get
out of his filthy clothes at once and take a bath.

Luca smiled wryly. 'You must find my relationshipitv our servants
strange.’



'‘No." Georgia grinned. 'We don't have any at hombave a relationship
with.'

'Elsa was with the family before | was born. Shédecely independent in
many ways, yet her loyalty to us all is unswervialgvays.'

‘Just as well, when you come home at this hour $uaralay night expecting
dinner!

'It would be useless to tell her not to bother.i&es' added Luca, 'l am
starving. Forgive me, | must take a shower.' Hayftzathe stairs he turned.
'Will you stay to talk to me while | eat? Or areuytmo tired?"

Georgia knew she could easily say that she'd bedreoway to bed. But in
two weeks' time she would be saying goodbye to Madari for good. 'No,’
she said before she could change her mind.

'No, you will not stay, or no, you are not too dé

'I'm not tired,” she said with perfect truth. 'lbwy want I'll keep you
company.’

‘Thank you," he said gravely. 'l will be ten mirsite

Georgia watched him leaping up the stairs, theneito make her way
back to the conservatory, feeling pensive. She tmghwant a love affair
with Luca Valori, but it was very hard to refusesedf the pleasure of his
company while she still had the chance.

Luca, hair still wet, joined her in less than temutes, and downed a large
guantity of mineral water before he allowed himsetflass of wine. 'It was
thirsty work tonight, but no harm done, thank GNd.one was hurt.'

"You feel great responsibility for your employektgke it,' said Georgia.
'‘Our workforce is not very big, and most of theradnbeen with us for years

and send their sons for training to take their @tad_uca smiled. 'Naturally
| feel responsible, as my father did before melyShe died when | was in



school, so it was left to Maddalena to take resjbditg until | was of an
age to do so myself.’

'‘And your mother?' said Georgia hesitantly. 'l damsh to pry, but did she
die young too?'

‘At my birth," he said tersely. 'As did Maddalenlaen her son was born.'
Georgia looked stricken. 'I'm so sorry—I shouldhave asked!

'Why not? It is no secret.' Luca looked up in ffedise Elsa came in with a
laden tray. 'Wonderful. | could eat a horse.'

"You will eat veal and artichokes, as Georgia didjood thing | kept some
back for you,' said Elsa severely. 'Why can't yeave the dirty work to
others, Luca?’

'‘Because | like it too much," he said, seizing iéekand fork. 'Now leave me
in peace to eat, woman. I'm too old for your sauidi

Elsa snorted, directed a look of pure love at leslsdark head and went
back to fetch more tea for Georgia.

'Do you never tire of all this tea?' demanded Luua, mouth full, and
Georgia giggled.

‘Actually 1 do, sometimes, but Elsa is convinced British drink nothing
else, so | haven't the heart to disillusion heil me," she added, 'is Signor
Sardi really well enough to leave hospital soomiessa said?"

Luca assured her that after a few days' complete which Marco was
already bored with, he would be fit enough to cdmene. '‘Along with a
course of medication and a strict diet for a wljilsf as you said. No wine
or spirits, no coffee, no vinegar in salad dressimg citrus fruits.’

Georgia nodded. 'Nothing to aggravate acidity.'



Luca pulled a face. 'l pity him. Marco loves winedacoffee with equal

passion. However, as | pointed out to him, it Wwélworth it to spare Alessa
another fright like that. It was a powerful argumefVhen Luca had

finished his meal he proposed a walk in the gard@msclear the smoke
from my lungs,' he said, coughing a little.

Georgia went with him gladly. 'The stars here I®ik enormous,’ she
commented as they strolled across the manicuress.gra

'It is more southerly here than your country, Gentrd-uca breathed in
deeply. 'At my house it is cooler, because itghkr up in the hills. Will you
visit me there before you leave, Georgia? Brings8éeto chaperon if you
wish!'

‘Then 1 will. Is the work nearly finished there?’

He shrugged. 'It was only a few repairs to a vaail] a new coat of paint in
my bedroom. It is very different from this housentio civilised. It was a
farm once. | want to preserve its identity.’

It sounds interesting. Charlotte and Tom stayed aatfarmhouse
somewhere..." Georgia trailed into silence, wishimag she'd had the sense
to keep quiet on the subject, and Luca caught yhérdarm, bringing her to
a halt beyond the shrubbery which lined the laweer the house. The trout
stream rushed by, giving its illusion of coolneassd Georgia stood very
still, conscious in every nerve of the heat in Lsdaand, of the scent of
grass and flowers in the air, of the knowledge thistmoment would never
come again.

‘Tell me that you are not in love with this Jamegaurs,' commanded Luca
abruptly, and Georgia sighed, unable to lie.

'l suppose I'm not,' she admitted reluctantlyléast, not in the way that you
mean.'

‘There is only one way," he whispered. 'This widg.drew her into his arms
and kissed her, and Georgia yielded to the pressiuaelong hand at her
waist as he slid the other into her hair to hold faee still. Luca's mouth



settled on hers with a coaxing delicacy that sedies far more effectively
than a bruising kiss of passion. With a sigh sherer arms round his neck
and felt a tremor run through the body that felinatural, so utterly right
against her own. The quality of the kiss altered @heir breathing
quickened, and suddenly his arms were crackingihsrand her fingers
were digging into his shoulders, and with a mufednd he buried his face
against her hair.

'l want you, Georgia,' he said, so quietly that seesed his words rather
than heard them.

' know.'
‘Do you want me?'

She was so long in answering that he raised hid &ed put a finger under
her chin to lift her face to his. 'Is your silenog answer?' he demanded.
‘Are you telling me you feel nothing for me, whembw very well that you
do? Iknowwhen a woman trembles to my touch, when her Igendo me
like a flower—'

'Yes, | know you know,' she said flatly. '‘And tkdtie trouble.’

‘Trouble?' He thrust her away from him to stare nlaivher in the dim light.
'l cannot read your face out here in the darkgdid, and tightened his grip
on her arms. 'What do you mean?’

"You know far too much about women. Which isn'tpsising with your
looks and reputation—'

'‘Reputation?' he demanded, incensed.

'‘As a racing driver,” Georgia said quickly. "You stinave had lots of
adulation in your time, Gianluca Valori. And a gr@any women must
have wanted you, for your looks, for your body, &dsomething else that
some men have and some men don't— charisma, sealapall it what you

like.'



'Whatever it is, you are obviously immune to it¢ baid bitterly, and
dropped his hands.

'‘No, I'm not," she sighed. 'l wish | was. But ifoanight I'll be gone from
here, and soon after that I'm returning to my jotha school near Venice.'
Suddenly she reverted to English, needing the exas to hammer home
her point. 'You can't be my lover for the simplagen that, even if there
were no James and | was willing, here in Italy g@tvo well- known. I'd
lose my job if | became another of your playmatesa.’

'Playmates?’ he said with distaste.

'Whatever you like to call your ladies,’ she sdithby. ‘I'm not denying that
| find you attractive. Out here under these bigidtastars of yours I'd have
to be a nun not to respond to you. But I'm not gdim because you and |
inhabit different worlds. I'm not getting involvealith you, Luca. You
agreed to be friends, remember. Are you going loaciour word?'

Luca breathed in deeply, shaking his head. 'Nosaie wearily. 'l will not
go back on my word. You win, Georgia. If it is fndship you want, then |
shall never touch you again.' He thrust a handutiindhis hair. ‘And | shall
keep to it because just to touch you drives me rhhdve never wanted a
woman the way | desire you.'

'Only because you can't have me, Luca,' she satlygand turned away
and went back alone through the gardens, wincitigeaglare of the security
lights as she broke into a run in her hurry toigehe house.

Breathless and oddly desolate, she snatched upob&rand hurried up the
stairs to her room, haunted by the feeling thatdsjust made some fateful,
irreparable mistake.



CHAPTER TEN

GEORGIA saw very little of Luca after that. Due to Marcatsence from the
fabbricaLuca spent so much time there that sometimesed aif-hour in
the late evening was all the contact they had. 8ere no more dinners
for two, nor moonlit strolls in the garden. Whichade things easier all
round, Georgia told herself firmly. And when Mai®@ardi came home there
were only a few days left of her stay at the Villascana.

Luca drove Marco to the villa during the afternostgyed for a while at
Alessa's request, then returned to Valorino witthing more personal for
Georgia than his white, public smile in farewell.

Marco Sardi looked so much better that Alessa watatc, and pleaded to
stay up for the evening meal as a special treat. fether consented
indulgently, telling her that Signora Valori woube joining them.

'She likes to eat early, so it will suit everyoine, declared. '‘Other than Luca,
of course, who likes to eat late. But he will netjbining us tonight. He is
attending a business dinner in my place, as repr&pee of Fabbrica
Valori.'

Georgia went off to help Alessa choose a dressear ior dinner, feeling
tense. The prospect of Signora Valori at the dirtabie was daunting,
particularly since Luca would be absent from it.

When Georgia was dressing Pina knocked at the woeay that Signor
Marco would like a word with her in his study befadinner. Georgia tied
back her hair with a black velvet ribbon, tucked ¢ream silk shirt into the
waistband of her narrow black linen skirt, then welownstairs. She
knocked at the study door and went in, a questgsamile on her face.

You wished to see me, Signor Sardi?'

He was dressed informally, in a light linen suittwa silk shirt open at the
collar, and looked rested and a lot younger afteehnforced rest in hospital.
He smiled at her and waved her to a seat in frbhtsodesk, then took the
chair behind it.



'‘Georgia, | wish to thank you for all your good\sees to Alessa. Knowing
she had you, as well as Elsa and Pina, made myitirhespital easier to
bear.'

"You're very kind," murmured Georgia.

Marco Sardi regarded her with speculation. 'And awgoing to presume
onyourkindness and ask a great favour.'

'If I can help in any way I'll be glad to,' shedsaromptly.

'Would you consider prolonging your stay?' He schikeyly. 'If you would
stay here with us until Alessa goes back to schoebuld be deeply
grateful.’

'‘But | thought you were leaving for England at &mel of August,’ she said,
surprised.

'My doctors have forbidden that for the time beifipe opening of the
London office has been postponed until the New Year

'l see." Georgia looked down at her clasped haht#sd rather hoped to
spend time with my parents—'

'Of course, of course.' His smile was kind. 'Singedoctor says | may not
return to thgabbricafor a few days, why not fly home this weekenditatv
your family? | have already contacted Signora Bfemd at the school in
Venice, and she gives you leave for the first wafelerm, so that you may
visit your parents again before you begin the neadamic year.' Marco
Sardi smiled in wry apology. 'l thought it bestgain official permission
before laying my plan before you.’

Georgia hadn't the heart to refuse. 'Then, yegoufreally want me to I'll
stay.’

He rose to his feet, holding out his hand. 'Youehaw grateful thanks,
Georgia. Now join us in the conservatory. Emilia a&ready arrived.'



The meeting with Signora Valori passed off withawekwardness at all, to
Georgia's relief. Elsa surpassed herself with tlealpand Alessa’s joy in
having her father home invested the evening withiaaf festivity not even
Luca's absence could spoil.

'‘Alessa has been talking to me in English,’ obgkthie elegant old lady in
approval. 'l am not fluent in your language, Geardgiut speak enough to
know Alessa has made splendid progress.’

‘Thank you, signora. Georgia smiled at the little girl. 'We work well
together, don't we, poppet?’

Alessa nodded happily. 'Lessons with Georgia ané fu

‘Then you will be pleased to know Georgia has cateskto stay with us
until you return to school,’ said her father, arldsda's eyes opened wide in
delight.

"You will really stay, Georgia?'

Georgia nodded, any doubts about the idea notdispelled by the child's
reaction, but by Signora Valori's approval latefteAAlessa went to bed the
two women were left together while Marco strolladhe garden to smoke
the one cigar a day that he was allowed.

It is good to see the child so happy, Georgia. aikind to give up more
of your time.'

'It's not exactly a hardship to stay on in thisuti#al house to teach a bright
little pupil like Alessa,' said Georgia with truth.

'l know, my dear.' The astute blue eyes locked @idorgia's. 'But after the
incident with Luca—which it is better to discussanhleave festering in
secret—I thought perhaps you would have wisheddwd the moment your
time here was over.'



Georgia's eyes never wavered. 'There was no real th@ne signora.As |
said at the time, it was a misunderstanding. Whashbeen cleared up. Luca
and | have agreed to be friends.’

'Friends?' said Emilia Valori drily. 'Luca has tgalgreed to this?"
Georgia smiled rather mischievously. 'More or [ess.

'In my experience, my dear, pure friendship is gsiqgly difficult between
a beautiful woman and a red-blooded man. If onlyooe side there is
usually a desire for something warmer eventualllye blue eyes twinkled.
"You feel no desire at all for my grandson?"

'Of course | do.' Georgia smiled ruefully. 'Butave no intention of giving
in to it. There are too many differences between Background,
culture—all kinds of things.'

'Including religion, | imagine,’ said the old lathoughtfully.

‘Actually, no. I'm not as devout as my parents \ddikle, but I'm a Catholic
just the same.’

'l see. Does Luca know this?'
'No. I've seen no reason to tell him—or anyone els®pt yousignora.'

'‘Because respect for my great age forbids youlkente to mind my own
business!" The old lady laughed, and Marco stral€d join them, pleased
to see them enjoying each other's company.

Georgia enjoyed her brief holiday at home. The frassed swiftly, though

Georgia did little more than walk the dog, help im&ther with the cooking,

do a little weeding with her father and stay in kstd each morning to make
up for her irritating insomnia at night.



Charlotte and Tom joined them for Sunday lunch,clvhineant a lot of
good-natured teasing about the hostile Italian thetsubject was dropped
the moment Charlotte, beaming, informed her farhift she was pregnant.

'It wasn't a stomach upset at all'' she said agd@medugged her. 'l rather
suspected as much, but | wouldn't say a word ie tass mistaken.'

Georgia turned to Tom, laughing. 'So it's all yGaurlt, then.’

He grinned like a Cheshire cat. 'It had better be!

The parting from her family was surprisingly hartiem the time came to
leave them at Heathrow. If it hadn't been for Afe&&orgia would have got
back in the car and given up all thought of eveurreng to the Villa
Toscana, and thus stayed safely out of Luca's fanbjfood. She would have
avoided mentioning him to her parents at all if tather hadn't discovered,
via Tom, that he was actually Gianluca Valori, welbwn to fans of
Formula-One Grand Prix racing.

'We shan't see you now until September, then,'teaidhother, hugging her,
and Georgia nodded, feeling oddly tearful.

'l come home for a week before | start schogthé promised, and tore
herself away to go through to the flight-departlmenge to wait for the
plane to Pisa. This time Franco would be waitinghfer at the airport with
the car, instead of her having to take the traiRltwence.

When the plane landed Georgia collected her luggatede her way
through Customs then stopped dead, her pulse rasisfpe saw a familiar
dark head above the crowd.

Luca craned his neck, then his eyes met hersp Jliand he pushed his way
towards her and took her bag. 'Welcome back, Gaotdiad business in
Pisa, so | relieved Franco of the task of meetiag. yyou enjoyed your

weekend?'



'Yes,' she said breathlessly, appalled by how plitake was to see him. 'So
much | almost didn't come back.’

Luca frowned as they went to the car park. "Younditiwish to return to us?'
'Yes, of course. | wouldn't hurt Alessa for the lder'

'‘But you had no care for my feelings!" he threwhet, and unlocked the
gleaming black Supremo. He tossed her bag in tbk, lithen helped her
into the passenger seat and got in behind the wiHeglrned to look at her,
and Georgia swallowed, suddenly overcome by thersf@rce of his
physical presence in the confines of the car.Shidceee the faint blue
shadow along his newly shaved jaw, smell the faittus scent of
something he'd used afterwards, and as he fluagéiér suede jacket onto
the back seat his hand brushed against her shaatdethe contact sent a
stab of fire through her. So much for friendshipg shought bitterly as he
started the engine. Her instincts had been ridgig.should never have come
back.

They chatted politely, like two acquaintances, Iithey reached the road to
the villa, then Luca turned a molten sidelong l@vkher. 'l missed you,
Georgia.'

'‘But you're hardly ever at home!

‘Then you missed me also,’ he stated in triumpmngrg through the
windscreen.

'Of course. Everyone at Villa Toscana misses yoenwou're not there,’
she said prosaically, but Luca's grin only wideasde turned the car into
the familiar driveway.

Georgia had barely time to get out of the car eforsmall figure came
hurtling from the house into her arms, huggingihe frenzy of delighted
welcome, crying her name over and over again, agor@ia knew that if
only for Alessa's sake she'd had no choice abautngpback.



Alessa clutched her hand as the three of them iwemthe house, and said
in triumphant, careful English, 'Welcome home, @@arl have missed you
very much.'

'What a clever girl" crowed Georgia, and enteréé tall to such

enthusiastic greetings from Elsa and Pina thatehtl have been away for
five years instead of five days—a comment made dithamusement by
Marco Sardi as he came strolling from the studyatll to Georgia's
welcome.

Georgia dismissed her qualms as she dressed faerdihat evening,
deciding that now she was back she would take daghas it came and
enjoy it to the full—something to look back on wijileasure when she left
the villa for good to get on with the rest of hiée.IFine words, she told her
reflection drily, now you're here. But afterwardsiymay feel different, my

girl.

It was good to dine in company with the two meniag® laugh at Marco

Sardi's grumbling when Elsa served a dinner taildoehis new diet rather
than to his preferences. Georgia listened with igvids the two men

discussed the latest political crisis, and contadiher own account of the
televised Puccini opera seen during her stay aehom

"Your family is well?' enquired Marco, and Georg@dded.
'Very well; particularly my sister. We all had Iuntogether on Sunday, and
Charlotte announced she is expecting a baby—' Bineblip, and Marco

shook his head at her reassuringly.

'‘Georgia, life goes on and babies arrive. | trairybrother-in-law is very
happy at the news?'

Georgia nodded, avoiding Luca's eyes. 'So is myerbt
After dinner Marco excused himself to retire to leedly.

'l am still under orders, you understand,’ he saigy. 'Luca is a stern
taskmaster. He says | may not return to Valorindifeak the rules.’



Luca nodded, grinning. 'l promised Dr Fassi | woulake you keep to your
diet and get plenty of rest. So goodnight, Maréees well.'

‘The weather has broken,' said Luca after he'd.g8oetonight there is no
walk in the garden. Sit here with me for a whitdsltoo early to go to bed.’

Georgia curled up in the corner of a sofa, listgrimthe rain drumming on
the glass roof. For a moment Luca stood lookineait as though he took
pleasure at the mere sight of her, then he satldésr, took her hand and
looked into her eyes.

'Does it trouble you, this baby of your sister's?’

Oddly enough, it did in a way, thought Georgia, twity because she felt a
totally surprising envy. At the memory of Tom's bBaopga she smiled
involuntarily.

‘Not in the least," she said cheerfully. 'Charletees quite ill when we first
arrived in Florence. I'm only too pleased that$temach upset was due to
nothing more serious than pregnancy.’

Luca's fingers smoothed the back of her hand delical hope all goes well
with her.’

‘There's no reason why it shouldn't,’ said Geosgigprised.

It is not always so.' He gave her a sombre Idé&vé you never wondered
why | am not married?'

'Often.’
'‘Because, if | marry, everyone will expect a Valbeir to carry on the
name.' His grasp tightened cruelly. "You know wiegipened to my mother

and Maddalena. I will put no woman at such risk."'

Georgia gazed at him, astonished. 'But surely yaantva family of your
own?'



'l have Alessa.' His eyes lit with a glow which gaadarm bells in Georgia's
brain. 'And | have no intention of denying mysék tpleasures that all men
crave. | neegou,Georgia. | invented the appointment in Pisa today $o
that | could meet your plane. Because | could moluee another moment
without you. Can you look at me with those beaubfack eyes and tell me
that you care nothing for me?"

'‘No," she said baldly, 'l can't.'
‘Then why must we keep to this ludicrous idea @énidship?' he said
hoarsely. 'l would not offend your principles byggesting you share my

bed here in Marco's house. But | have a house afwmn/—'

'‘Are you suggesting we sneak off at weekends tor yaace?' she
demanded, incensed.

'‘No!" He caught the hands she wrenched away. f,i€eorgia. Do not go
back to the school in Venice. Come to me at thefat

'Why?' she demanded scornfully. 'You don't needi&m¢gssons.

‘No. | neeahis.' Luca caught her in his arms and kissed her, twisted
away.

'l knew | shouldn't have come back,' she saidiyttand jumped to her feet,
but Luca leapt to bar her way.

'Why?' he demanded, his eyes glittering into H&@u wished to stay with
this James of yours, who writes to you so muchwhakethere, in England?’

'No. | told you—he's in Cyprus,’ she said wearllgidn't see him.’
'‘Good!" Luca relaxed, a look in his eyes that, wittath, she identified as

satisfaction. 'It is no use to fight, Georgia. Wergimeant to be lovers. You
know it.'



'l know nothing of the kind.' Georgia pushed hindasbut he caught her in
his arms, holding her close. She stiffened, butaLsiwook his head.'lt is no
use," he repeated softly. "Your body tells me wiatrefuse to admit.’

'Possibly," she said hotly. "You're a very sexy naawd I'm a normal, healthy
female, but that's as far as it goes. When | |éare we'll never—'

The rest of her protest was smothered by his movlith took possession
of hers with such flagrant ownership that she thaihim with impotent
hands, only to have them caught in one of his asised his head to look
down into her eyes.

‘Never is a long time," he whispered. 'In the nigiviake thinking of how
you felt beneath me that day, of the silken feelafr skin...'

Georgia tried to close her ears to the deep voicehwwhispered such
liquid, mellifluous seduction that her traitorousdy responded to it even as
her brain told her to drag herself away while sfileuld. Her breathing
grew ragged and chills ran down her spine as Héngdimouth to her throat,
then she pulled herself together and pushed hiny,awaeting the heat in
his eyes with a look so bright and cold that hended blackly.

'What is it?"

'Luca, listen to me. I'm not going to live with yoli—if there were no
James, perhaps if you were someone more—more oydinady own
nationality, even, | might consider it. With yotsitlifferent.’

He stood back, his face suddenly hard. 'You meanst marry you before |
am granted the delights of your bed?'

'‘Good heavens, no," she said, so genuinely sudptis& she spoke in
English. 'It never occurred to me.'

'l find that very hard to believe,' he replied 8ylkin accented, but perfectly
plain English. 'Are you saying that if | asked youe my wife you would
refuse?' He shook his head, smiling cynicallyo'ingt think so.'



"You must believe what you choose, of course,Ssiebvery quietly, 'but it's
the truth. | don't want to marry you, or anyoneeesthis particular moment
in time. Not even James. | like my life the waisitAnd James is willing to
wait until I'm ready to settle down.’

"You are lucky to have so tame a lover,' sneerexhla pulse throbbing
beside his set mouth. 'If you were mine—'

'‘But I'm not," she said coolly. 'Goodnight.’

Georgia arrived in her room a few moments latealifig so weary that she
could have scaled the north face of the Eiger ratren climbed two flights

of stairs. She got ready for bed slowly, her movwaisieddly uncoordinated,
then for comfort got out her diary to note the daftdner return flight the

following month. If Luca went on trying to get hisvn way, she thought
grimly, four whole weeks of holding out against hirauld take every bit of

will-power she possessed.

Georgia sighed, stuck the little pencil back in ¢het, then frowned and
opened the diary again. Her pupils dilated as ateas entry in entirely the
wrong place. She leafed through a few pages, strée entry again, then
sagged against the pillows, an arm over her eydsspair.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

AFTER Marco Sardi returned to his responsibilities akoviao, Luca Valori
was able to spend more time at the Villa Toscan&ieamstance which
Georgia reacted to with varying emotions. Far frie@ng daunted by her
refusal he seemed spurred on by it, and drove hdrby trying to engineer
time alone with her. Marco Sardi was amused. AnéprGia knew,
approving. It pleased him to see that the more alsvihis charismatic
brother-in-law made his pursuit, the farther Geargitreated.

She kept busy by teaching Alessa, and asked Maaodi'S permission to
drive the child to visit the house where the congpdauccini had lived and
some of the other beautiful old houses open topingic in the area.
Together she and Alessa looked at fabulous pamtargl furniture, and
wandered through gardens of breathtaking lovelirtegschild happy to do
whatever Georgia suggested, even to the pointlohtpEnglish during the
expeditions.

'l don't want to go back to school,’ said Alessdinawsly one day.
'Why not?'
'‘Because when | do you must go away.'

"'l come and visit you sometimes,' promised Gexnrigoping that she could
keep her word. 'Venice isn't very far away. Perhapg father will bring
you to visit me too.'

'Or Luca,’ said Alessa eagerly. 'He likes you, @eor

'Like' seemed hardly the word sometimes, thougldr@a drily when she
excused herself to go to bed immediately after €linAs both men rose to
their feet the look Luca gave her should have wihmer to stone on the spot.
His eyes were like discs of blue ice as she said gm®dnights and
pre-empted any plan that he might have had to sjpelaér alone.



At the weekends she avoided him by continuing Vg exploration of
Florence, driving herself there in the Fiat instedfdhccepting the lift he
offered.

Two weeks later, when she returned from a Satusp@yt gazing at the
paintings in the Pitti Palace, Georgia dined alite Marco Sardi. Luca, it
seemed, had finally given up on her and resumeddrimal social life.

'Emilia rang today while you were out," announcear®s. 'She would be
very pleased if you would lunch with her tomorr@amd suggests she send a
car for you at noon unless she hears otherwise.'

'How very kind of her,' said Georgia, surprised.

'She knows | am taking Alessa to spend Sunday mighsister and her
family, and thought you might like to keep her camyp.'

Georgia liked the idea a lot, but when Emilia Vafostately limousine
came to collect Georgia the next day the owner sithsg in the back, a
rather mischievous smile on her patrician featufé® chauffeur jumped
out to hand Georgia in beside his mistress, andi&patted Georgia's
hand.

'l thought it would be more interesting to go autlunch. Gianni shall drive
us through parts of Tuscany you may not have seerapd then we shall
stop for a meal at a place | think you will like.'

Georgia shrugged, smiling. "Whatever you sé&ynora.lt's very kind of you
to invite me.'

The sharp blue eyes subjected her to a prolongetirsc "You look tired,
my dear. Is Alessa wearing you out?'

'No. It's just the weather. We northerners fintlatd to sleep in heat like
this.'

Emilia nodded thoughtfully, then turned away to wavhand at a Palladian
mansion perched on a hillside in the distance. @mtinued to point out



various features of her much loved Tuscany as dineye through blinding
sunshine which made Georgia glad of the car'sieffiair-conditioning.

Eventually Gianni nosed the gleaming black car upiliside track,
negotiated a few hairpin bends with panache anddara halt in front of a
house with slanting, asymmetric roofs and a rusticaded fagade which
blended well into its setting of hillside vineyar#ust-red curtains fluttered
in the open arches, and a veil of greenery softémecough creamy stone of
the walls.

'Quite an out-of-the-way place for a restauramimmented Georgia as she
turned to help Emilia Valori out of the car.

'It is not a restaurant, my dear,' confessed tkelady, with no trace of
remorse. 'This is La Casupola, the home of my gmandAnd here comes
Luca himself, to spare me your reproaches.’

Georgia stared, unsmiling, as Luca appeared rdumditle of the house at a
run, dressed in white denims and a blue shirtbars feet thrust into faded
espadrilles. His hair was wet, and he was buttotiiaghirt as he came, and
had obviously just taken a bath. He gave both tagieencompassing smile,
kissed his grandmother on both cheeks, then IBedrgia's rigid hand to
his lips.

'Forgive me. | was helping Vito tune the engindisftruck. Welcome to my
home, Georgia. And forgive my grandmother also. déeeption was mine.
You would not have consented to come here any o#fssr, so—' he
shrugged '—this was my solution to the problem.’

Georgia gave him a tight, dangerous smile, angtty him because he knew
that there was no way she'd make a scene in ffahedady watching the
exchange with open enjoyment. "Why should theraryhing to forgive?
It's my day off, the sun is shining, and Signordoviehas taken me on a tour
of parts of Tuscany | might otherwise never hawanse

"You are not angry, then," he commented, standsidgdor them to enter.



Georgia avoided an answer by commenting with pleasum the rustic
charm of La Casupola, which, she learned, meargllamnd was Luca's little
joke for a home which, if not as sophisticated andirious as the Villa
Toscana, was much more to her own personal taste.

The house was sparsely furnished with sturdy datlpieces that Luca had
collected together over the years. Old-fashionedtresses covered in
bleached linen cushioned the settles pushed agast of the walls, and
hangings everywhere were the rust-red of thoselwhefted gently in the
open arches of the terrace, adding a note of waronthe stone walls and
floors and making a frame for the breathtaking vm@gible from every

window.

Luca installed his grandmother on one of the upragiairs at the table and
provided his guests with sparkling white wine, gnowe said, with a look
at Georgia, from his own vines. He pulled out aircf@ her, then seated
himself on the ledge of one of the arches, fit aravn and so good to look
at that Georgia felt a pang of something very a&ipain as Luca waved a
proprietorial hand at the vista spread out below.

'Do you like my view, Georgia?"

'How could | not?' she said with truth. 'This i timost idyllic bit of
Tuscany I've seen so far.'

'You find it quiet after the noisier pleasures ¢drEnce yesterday?' asked
Emilia, sipping her wine.

'Peaceful rather than quiet." Georgia smiled. htiwte the Pitti Palace to
look at all the pictures, and after that | finaifyanaged a visit to David.'

'‘David?’ said the old lady.

'Michelangelo's David, Nonna," said Luca, grinning. 'And were you
disappointed?’

Georgia shook her head vigorously. 'No. How coldé? | just stood there
for ages in awe. What a masterpiece!



The meal was brought in by a plump little woman wgreeted Emilia
Valori with great deference as she brought platesnaple, perfect pasta in
a savoury, basil-flavoured tomato sauce.

'Rosa'’s cooking has not deteriorated, | see,’ carteddhe old lady as she
ate sparingly.

'l have not been here very much since Maddalerth' d@d Luca, 'but Rosa
keeps the place immaculate, and never complainsnwhearrive
unexpectedly. Her husband and son tend the vinesadded to Georgia,
then looked up with a smile as Rosa came in wigr@aming tureen, to
serve them with dark, strongly flavoured meat gaace that Georgia found
oddly sweet.

Halfway through the meal she laid down her forkéfieat. 'l shouldn't have
eaten so much pasta,' she said apologetically.

‘The dish is not to everyone's taste,' agreed Bnillhe sauce is made with
vinegar, sugar, and chocolate—a local way of piagdrare.’

Hare? Georgia felt her stomach lurch and drank lgegfpher glass of
mineral water, averting her eyes from her plate.

'Forgive me—I asked Rosa to make a true TuscanaipgcYou would
like something else?' said Luca quickly, and stumklner head.

'No, thank you. Just some water, please.'

When the meal was over Emilia Valori announcedifitention of a nap on
one of the padded settles. Luca piled cushionsddier, kissed her cheek,
then looked at Georgia in enquiry.

'Would you like to rest too? Or would you prefaoar of my home, then a
walk outside once the sun is less fierce?'

Georgia nodded, still troubled by memories of thisdan way with hare,
and followed him up wide stone stairs to the udpmar, where the same
russet curtains hung at windows in rooms paintedaiomonise with the



stone of the house. A pair of vibrant oils of losaeénery lit up a wall of a
room which was obviously Luca's inner sanctum. Bouwlere piled on

tables beside deep leather chairs and couchegasanell as the expected
television and video recorder there was a sterefaxamachine and a
computer.

"So you can keep in touch with the outside worlérewas you relax,'
commented Georgia. In deference to what she'd Veglievas a visit to
Emilia Valori she wore a dark blue dress of cottoite dotted in white. The
filmy material floated slightly in the breeze frahme open windows as she
examined compact discs on a shelf near the stgstens, her profile turned
to the man who stood leaning against a wall, awtget], his eyes on her
face.

'Why are you so remote?' he asked abruptly, inieeveo harsh and yet so
musical that Georgia had to steel herself agatesappeal. 'l thought we
agreed to be friends,' he added, moving from tHe \Bat you are no longer

friendly, Georgia, and there is so little time brefgou go away.'

She turned very deliberately and met the brillialte gaze with eyes as
black and expressionless as jet. 'I'll be honestal You are a very
attractive man. In many more ways than looks,' ad@ed, and held up a
hand as he started towards her. ‘No. Please dach ime, because we both
know what will happen if you do.'And | can't leh&ppen, for reasons we've
already discussed. So, for the time left to méatMilla Toscana, will you
leave me alone, please?’

'l cannot leave you alone! | never thought to $eywords to any woman in
my life, but it is no use. | am in love with yoh¢ said rapidly, swallowing
hard as though the words had choked him. 'How @anlgok at me so
coldly, like a woman made of marble?

Since Georgia felt very hot, and beads of pergpmawere standing out on
her upper lip, this was a very strange questioa,tBbught in a detached,
dazed kind of way. She moved towards him in suddgpeal.
'‘Luca—bathroom—please?' she said in hoarse, peoeynphglish.



Her urgency galvanised him into action, and secdat#s Georgia was
alone in a cool, white-tiled bathroom, parting witie hare and the pasta
and what seemed like everything she'd eaten farakdays. Afterwards
she staggered outside to find Luca waiting fordrethe landing.

'‘Georgia—Yyou look like a ghost!" he exclaimed, kegpo English. ‘Come,
cara, lie down on my bed for a while.'

'‘But your grandmother—' she protested feebly.

Luca swept her objections aside. 'She will undadstAand | shall leave you
alone," he added bitterly. "You need fear no furesault on your virtue, |
swear.'

Georgia's virtue—old-fashioned word, she thoughtmy—was her last
concern at the moment. She let Luca lead her svge] cool room with
curtains drawn against the afternoon sunlight. &tehsr gently on a wide
bed with a carved wood headboard, then disappeharedgh a door. She
heard water running and then felt a cool, damghabot her forehead as he
bathed away the perspiration.

'Rest now," he said as he laid her against thewsll 'l shall return later.
Sleep,carissima.'

Georgia obeyed gratefully, and woke later from epjd@reamless sleep to
find Luca standing at the edge of the bed. Sheugawith a jerk, then
moaned, putting a hand to her head as it reeletl| aca leapt to lay her
back against the pillows, his face strangely stern.

'Signora Valori—' began Georgia, but Luca laidreyér on her lips.

'She begs your forgiveness, but was obliged tormetuome for an
appointment with a friend for dinner—'

'‘But | should have gone with her—'

'‘No." Luca stood looking down at her in a way whaild very little to
improve Georgia's well-being. 'We must talk, yod &mAnd talk here, away



from Marco and Alessa and all interruption, unéifitain matters are cleared
between us.'

'l can't see why," she returned, shivering a ld#spite the heat.

"You soon will. When you are ready, come downstaind Rosa will bring
tea. | have brought your handbag. It is here alioileghe bed.’

As the door closed behind him Georgia sat up erpartally. This time the
room stayed still; she got to her feet carefullyd dound her legs steady
enough to carry her to Luca's austere, functioagifoom. Nothing of the
sybarite here, she thought as she dashed her f#iteald water. A few
minutes later, feeling better, she touched her mauith lipstick, brushed
her hair and went from the room to descend thd®hatone stairs to the
ground floor. Luca rose from the table as she redthe terrace.

'Sit down, please, Georgia," he said, pulling ocihair.

She obeyed, eyeing him warily. This was a veryedéht Luca from the
passionate, persuasive man of only an hour or fweébéWVell, two hours,

she amended, after a glance at her watch. Her bl@@feen longer than
she'd thought. She was about to ask what was wndren a concerned,
anxious Rosa brought a tea-tray and beggediimrinato say if there was
anything she wished to accompany the tea.

'No, nothing, thank you,' replied Georgia, withratgful smile. 'Just tea will
be wonderful.'

There was an awkward silence after Rosa had goseangia asked if Luca
would like tea, but he shook his head, and sheeslighirstily, wishing
miserably that Signora Valori could have waitedHer.

'l had a talk with my grandmother while you wereegling," said Luca at
last. 'It was very instructive. It showed me whatwapid fool I've been.’

Georgia frowned. 'A fool?'



He nodded, his face sombre. 'First because, asa\said, only a fool would
have tried to seduce someone we, as a family, kegponsible for.'

It was fortunate for Georgia that for once he wpsaking slowly and
deliberately, instead of the usual liquid, rapali#n that sometimes left her
grasping for nuances of meaning. She poured hemsether cup of tea, and
drank a little of it as Luca went on speaking.

'l had no excuse for what | did,’ he said tonelessknew about this James
of yours, also your sister's husband. But it was tery knowledge which
drove me to show you that as a lover | could makefgrget both of them.
| was so sure that once you were in my arms youdvdiscover this, but
when we were together at last, alone, your bodinagenine—' His mouth
twisted. 'For the first time in my life | lost caoot, | ignored your protests,
blind to everything other than my desire for you.'

Georgia eyed him uneasily, experiencing a sinkiegjifig nothing to do
with the hare.

Suddenly his head lifted and the blue, searchimg é&gld hers relentlessly.
'My grandmother pointed out to me this afternooat thiou could be
expecting my child.’

Since, for the past two weeks, Georgia had beemreat by the same
suspicions, she found nothing to say, and the caloained from Luca's
face.

"You are pregnant?' he demanded hoarsely, and she shruggerhbly.

'l don't know—"'

'‘But nature is giving you warning that you might'le said with tact.

She breathed in deeply. 'I'm afraid so. It's néagpened—onothappened

before, so | suppose it's possible | may be. linsesounfair,’ she added
with sudden passion.



Luca winced, and passed a hand over his face. dkestbandkerchief from
his pocket and mopped his brow, looking as sicesrgia had felt earlier.
'l will arrange a visit to Dr Fassi. It is importatmat we know as soon as
possible.’

'Why?' she said stonily.
He glared at her, outraged. 'Why? Surely that isaus!

'If I'm pregnant,’ she said in English, just to makire she made it clear, 'l
shall deal with the problem myself. | want nothfrgm you.'

Luca sprang up, pulling her from her chair. 'Whathis "deal with the
problem"?' he demandetln aborto!ls this what you intend?’

Whereupon Georgia slapped his incensed face asakasige could and bent
to pick up her bag. 'Drive me back to the vill&gde,' she ordered, her voice
shaking with fury.

‘Not until you tell me what you mean to do," hedsaiughly, catching both
her hands in his.

‘All right,’ she said through her teeth. 'l inteénodjo back to England in two
weeks, after which | hope never to see you agamyitife.’

‘Then your hopes will not be realised,’ he spakb#cyou are carrying my
child I will marry you.'

'l don'twantyou to marry me!’

He shrugged indifferently. 'So? You will marry mevertheless. A Valori
honours his debts. | am to blame for your—your ctonl Therefore | will
make reparation.'

'‘But you can't!" she said breathlessly. 'lIf we mame're stuck with each
other for life. It's the reason I've never got ilweal before. I'm a Catholic,
just like you.'



'‘Ah, | see," he said, enlightened. 'This is why ituck me when |
mentioned abortion.’

‘No, it'snot," she flung at him, even more enraged. 'It wouldhdtter if |
was a Hindu or a Seventh-day Adventist or any otbkgion you care to
name. | resented your assumption. Anyway, the isoluto my little
problem—'

'‘Our problem,' he corrected.

Georgia pulled her hands from his. 'No, Luca,” sh&l wearily. 'The
problem's mine. | have no intention of marrying yAusingle parent is no
novelty in England. I'll cope witlmy problem the way | think fit. And it
certainly doesn't include marrying someone who dbesant to marry
anyone at all, let alone me.’

Luca thrust a hand through his hair, scowling bk her. 'That was
before | knew—'

'We don't know yet," she interrupted, though deewrdinside she did.
Somehow.

‘Then why were you so ill this afternoon?"It whs hare.’
'l don't think so.’

‘Think what you like," she snapped. 'Now please tale back to the villa.
And don't you dare breathe a word of this to Sigdendi.'

'You think | wish to broadcast my stupidity?' hendanded, and stalked
ahead of her to where the Supremo lay waiting leetsid house.

Georgia eyed the car reluctantly, pushing the héavwyback from her face.
'For once,’ she said wearily in English, 'will ydve slowly, please? | still
feel a bit fragile.’

Luca stared at her in resentment for a moment, thenface changed
dramatically and he took her in his arms, holdiegdingerly as though she



were an invalid. 'Forgive me, Georgia—I have ndtigp be angry. The
blame is mine. | shall make sure everyone knows'tha

Georgia leaned against him for a moment, then stéppck, squaring her
shoulders. 'No need for that,' she said brisklgc®l'm back in England no
one here need know a thing about it.'

'l know," he threw back at her, opening the carrddBo does my
grandmother—and Elsa. It is a secret no longer. @me, in the person of
Dr Fassi, can hardly make any difference.’

'l have no intention of seeing Dr Fassi," retofeesbrgia, and closed her eyes
quickly as Luca began the tortuous descent todhd.r

Her protests were in vain. Next morning Dr Fasshedo see her before
lessons began, after Marco Sardi and Luca hadbleftalorino.

'Luca says you were ill yesterday at the farmgdid, smiling at her scarlet
face. 'So Elsa will come with us to your room. aklake a look at you to
make sure all is well.'

A day or two later Dr Fassi called again, took @gaside and told her that
the tests he'd done were positive.

'Don't look so tragic, my dear," he said gentlyuca says you will be
married as soon as possible.’

'You've already told.uca?' said Georgia, shattered.
'He instructed me to do so.'

It was pointless to lose her temper with Dr FaSsiorgia reminded herself,
and managed a smile as he took his farewell.

She moved through the day with the smile pinneldetodazed face, in an
attempt to allay Alessa's anxiety. The little gihs very worried by two



visits from Dr Fassi, and had to be reassured bytiore of a stomach bug
which was now better.

'l am glad to see you recovered,' said Marco Sdrmdinner that night, which
to Georgia's mingled dismay and relief they at@@ld.uca was away for a
few days on a business trip again, she was tottigame herself a scathing
lecture because she felt abandoned. After dinrsgretening Georgia was
called to the telephone to speak to Signora Valori.

"You will forgive an old woman for her interferenosas the lady's opening
gambit. 'lt was necessary for Luca to know the dgetae had done.'

'How did you know there was any damage?' askeddsetaintly.

‘Call it womanly intuition, or anxiety, or anythirygu like, but the moment
| saw you on Sunday | was convinced | was rightuMeaction to the hare
only confirmed my suspicions. | thought Luca shosiére them. He tells
me | am right.'

'Yes,' said Georgia miserably.

'Do not upset yourself, my child. Luca will marrgwyas soon as you wish.’

'‘But | don't want him to. It isn't necessary thdags. Times have changed. |
don't want a husband.'

‘They are very useful in certain circumstancesd &amilia Valori drily.
'‘And in this one | think you will find you have rhoice.'

She was right. When Luca returned to the villa ®venings later he sent
Pina up to Georgia's room to demand her presentieirgarden before
dinner. She went down a few minutes later to firrd hy the pool, staring
into the water. When her reflection appeared bdsisl@ée turned sharply.

'How are you?' he demanded, taking her hands in his



Georgia tugged them away, her face stony. 'You know | am.’

'l have just returned from a visit to your parénts,said abruptly, taking her
breath away. 'l have told them exactly what hapgene

"You did what?' Georgia stared at him, appalled. 'You had no lassirio
talk to them before | did. How dare you?'

He ignored her, speaking rapidly—so rapidly that &s difficult for her to
follow him. 'l confessed all, then | a-ked for ydwand in marriage, and after
a while, when your charming parents had recoverau 50 great a shock,
they agreed that this was the only solution possibr both of us.'

'‘And if I don't fall in with all this?' she said athfully.

'‘But you will," he said with sudden authority. i8t not what either of u$
would have wished. | admit it freely. But, sinceuyare to bear my child,
you have no choice. You will marry me, Georgia,sasn as it can be
arranged. Afterwards the way you choose to conducimarriage will be
up to you. The child, of course, will be my concern

It will not! I may be pregnant by accident, buteoining you can be very
sure of, Luca Valori—my child will benyconcern.' She glanced up at him,
her eyes flashing in the sunset light, and Lucagded.

‘Then you have no choice. My son—or my daughter—trbesorn here in
Tuscany, to grow up here as a Valori.'

"You mean that if | refuse to be parted from myahimust do the same,’
she said wearily.

'Is it so great a sacrifice?' he said softly, tgker hand. 'We agreed to be
friends, remember. We can be husband and wife #@lhdesnain friends,
Georgia.'

'Have you any idea,' she began slowly, choosingvtrels with care, 'what
it will be like for me, knowing you are chainedre in a marriage you don't
want?'



Luca's face set, adding years suddenly to hisyfiaeiselled good looks. 'l
was blind to all except my own desires that aftemad took what you were

not willing to give, and the gods have a sayingttdey not? Take what you
want, and then pay for it.'



CHAPTER TWELVE

STARS hung like diamonds in a black velvet sky as Luraed the Supremo
up the private road to La Casupola on the evenfinGemrgia's wedding
day. Lights were burning in all the windows as Rasd her husband, Vito,
came out to welcome their young master home walbhde.

Luca, to the delight of everyone except his wifeked Georgia up and
carried her over the threshold, then set her davdtarned to shake Vito's
hand and receive a kiss from Rosa, a look frombhidegroom prompting
Georgia to do the same.

When Rosa was sure that Georgia lacked nothingeocomfort, and Vito
had taken the luggage upstairs, the couple le#tice to their own home in
the village a mile away and the newly-weds weredkfne.

Georgia stood in the middle of the room feelingelgrand alien. The light
from two rose-shaded bronze lamps flanking the estireplace merely
seemed to emphasise the dark shadows beyonddtaisr

'Rosa has left us a cold supper,' said Luca quidtfpuld' you like a rest
before eating, or a bath?'

Georgia nodded silently, and he waved her befareup the wide, shallow
stairs. She hesitated on the threshold of Lucalsdoen. Nothing had been
dis- cussed about sleeping arrangements. Vitoyaltuhad placed all the
luggage in the master bedroom.

Luca took her by the hand and led her inside. Bdtkis large. And we shall
both share it. | shall not touch you.’

‘Surely there's another bedroom,’ said Georgidycold
‘There are two.'

‘Then | shall sleep in one of them.'



Luca barred her way to the door. 'No, you will nébu are my bride. And

Rosa looks after this house. | do not wish it kndhatt you refuse to sleep
with me. But sleep,' he added grimly, 'is the athiyng required of you. |

forced you once. | shall not do so again.' He toffkhis tie and threw his

jacket on a chair on his way to the door. 'Pleaseecdownstairs when you
are ready to eat.'

Georgia watched him go, feeling strangely detachgsthough the events of
the day had happened to someone else. A brief cergm London early
that morning had joined her in marriage to GianlWedori, since nothing
he or her parents could say would persuade héetéutl church ceremony
with nuptial mass. It had been strange to standrbdhe priest with only
Marco Sardi and an ecstatic Alessa to witnessaheawith her parents and
Tom and Charlotte, all of whom, she knew very welére still reeling
secretly from the surprise of it all.

John Fleming had insisted on paying for a weddiegkfast at the Ritz, to
gild his younger daughter's wedding day with astealittle glamour, and
surprisingly enough it had been a very festive mieat her parents' sake
Georgia did her best to smile and join in, purelygassure her family that
she was happy with the future that Luca had mappédfor her so
relentlessly.

Though, to be fair, she thought as she undressedyride-to-be had taken
so little interest in the wedding that in the endta had lost patience, his
only consultations made with her mother and fatldrp were rather
happier about the whole thing than she was. Heznpaurhad always been
rather lukewarm about her relationship with Jame$inA and made no
secret of being very much taken with Luca. They enddplain to their
daughter that they admired his impeccable readbatme situation. Even
Charlotte and Tom had obviously liked him more thaticipated.

Luca had been stiffly courteous at first, but, aftee relaxing effect of the
vintage champagne they were served, unbent to Tdm, took Luca's
initial reserve as awkwardness with the situatiather than anything
personal. Alessa, of course, was a big hit withngwee. Anne Fleming was
entranced with the child's careful English, andptieéouched by Alessa'’s



joy at having Georgia for her very own aunt nowt thlae was married to
Luca.

'‘And when | live in England, will you visit us?'lesl Alessa eagerly, and
was assured that all Georgia's family would be ¢odydelighted to visit the
Sardi home and welcomed both Alessa and her fath#reirs whenever
they wished.

In fact, thought Georgia, yawning, everybody lows@rybody except the
bride and groom, who had barely exchanged two wandke flight to Pisa,

and very few more on the drive from the airport#oCasupola. The time
before the wedding had been a dream-like, unreabgeéo Georgia, who

had hoped against hope, right up to the last mjriné somehow a miracle
would happen to prevent it. But nothing had, ancklehe was, Signora
Valori no less, with a few ordeals stretching ionfr of her as Luca planned
to take her to meet not only his relations but M&ardi's as well.

She had flatly refused a conventional honeymood,the only concession
made to it was Luca's absence from Valorino forfitse two weeks of his

marriage. To display to the world at large, he'd $a Georgia, in one of
their rare moments of privacy before she flew adkngland to prepare for
the wedding, that their marriage was as normabasiple. She could call it
face-saving on his part, hypocrisy, or anythingeethe liked, but a
honeymoon of sorts she would have, whether sheadanor not.

The other reason for Georgia's feeling of unrealiég her health. The hare,
it seemed, had been the real culprit for her sténugset after all on her last
visit to La Casupola. The baby was causing hernoblpms at all, either

with her digestion or her shape. If anything, stas whinner in places than
usual, which she wouldn't have noticed if her motien't commented on
it when the oyster silk suit bought for the weddivagl been a little on the
loose side when the time came to wear it.

Secretly Georgia had hoped that Dr Fassi's tests weng, and once back
in England bought herself a pregnancy testingriat dd her own tests. But
there was no mistake. One brief sexual encountérlwica Valori had been
all it took to turn her entire life upside down.



Once out of the bath Georgia brushed out her iduich had been twisted
up in a sophisticated coiffeur to complement thekedly expensive hat
that her mother had insisted she buy. 'Eitherahgbu wear some flowers
in your hair,” Anne Fleming had said, and Georgiecting anything as
bridal as flowers, had worn a straw tricorne tilklea on her forehead, with
a wide-meshed veil to hide the reluctance in heseguring the brief
ceremony. But in the end her refusal of flowers badn useless after all.
When she arrived at the church a radiant, excitedsa had been waiting
with two posies of creamy rosebuds—a small onéhéoself and a larger
one for the bride. And during the ceremony Luca $latia circlet of gold
encrusted with rubies on her finger instead ofetkigected plain gold band,
and afterwards kissed her squarely on the moutbrégielding her to the
usual barrage of kissing from the rest of the party

Georgia swathed herself in a bathtowel and wentrdatthe bedroom to
search in a suitcase for something to wear, heditathen with a wry little
smile took out the amber satin nightgown and perigtat Charlotte had
bought her.

'I'd look terrible in that colour, but with yourihand eyes you'll look good
enough to eat,' had been her sister's verdictGaugia slid the nightgown
over her head, then examined herself in the loreyalhglass which she
rather thought was new since her last visit to [sudaedroom. The
nightgown was in her usual size, but showed rati@e of her breasts than
she would have liked. She leaned forward in suepas she saw that they
were visibly fuller. She might be thinner as yeher lower half, but the rest
of her was definitely burgeoning.

Georgia wrapped herself hurriedly in the peignibéd the sash tightly, slid
her feet into satin mules rather more glamorous ther usual scruffy
espadrilles and, with a last, doubtful look in theror, left the room and
went noiselessly downstairs. The stairs led diyaotb the living room, and
halfway down she paused to look at Luca, who wasgion one of the
padded settles, his legs stretched out in frortiof and a glass of what
looked like whisky in one hand as he stared intacepwith an air of
depression that no self-respecting bridegroom shdwdve worn. She
sighed and his head went up, his eyes meetingakesise went slowly down
the last few steps to the room.



'l wasn't sure if you were here or in your roomtaps,' she said awkwardly
as he rose to his feet, her face hot at the lookds fell like shutters to hide.

‘After we have eaten we can drink coffee there—same of your famous
tea, if you prefer,' said Luca. 'How do you feel?'

‘A little tired from the travelling. Otherwise vewell.'

'‘Bene’ He smiled. 'Have you noticed how good | am?’

'‘Good?' She smiled back involuntarily.

'l have spoken only English all day,' he pointetl ou

Georgia chuckled. 'So you have.'

‘Just for this day, you understand, in deferenceydEnglish bride.' Luca
waved a hand towards the trio of shallow stepsléthto the dining room.
'‘Come. Our wedding breakfast was a long time ago.’

"You should have eaten something on the plané,'Gaorgia as he held the
door open for her; then she exclaimed in delighhatlighted candles and
the posy of flowers that Rosa had arranged withh daeing care. 'How

lovely!

Luca pulled out a chair and bowed ceremoniousiy. F&r tonight only |
will wait on you.'

Feeling a great deal better in more ways than hgsipal health, Georgia
watched in pretended amazement as Luca fetcheta sédishes from the
refrigerator in the kitchen, laughing as he seriedwith mock formality

and with his own hands dressed her salad withelebrated local olive oil.

'Rosa wished to serve us,' said Luca as he attdukedeal with appetite.
'‘But she understood when | told her | wanted talbae with my bride.'

'Why did you?' said Georgia bluntly, buttering ackhslice of ciabatta
bread.



'l thought my bride would prefer it.' Luca gave hdrilliant blue look. "This
way no pretence is necessary, and we can dinetHi&driends we have
agreed to be. Let us toast the agreement in tlesllext Brunello.'

'You speak very good English,” she commented. Aitdahow why you
make me speak lItalian all the time.’

He laughed and filled her glass with ruby-colouveide. '‘Because your
accent charms me, and the mistakes you make aye-Vdre frowned in
thought—accattivante?'

'Endearing,’ said Georgia, flushing again.

Luc$ smiled. 'l hope you feel the same about myakes tesoro.'His face
darkened abruptly. 'Except for one, of course. Thhink you will never
forgive.'

Georgia laid down her knife and fork. 'Luca, lgilst our cards on the
table—be very honest with each other," she addée agised an enquiring
eyebrow. 'l know it sounds odd, but right up tof@ment we were married
| hoped, by some miracle, it wouldn't be necessary—

"You hoped to lose the baby?' he shot at her, gitesring.

'‘No!" She stared at him, startled. 'No. | didn'nhwvihat.’'

‘Then what miracle were you hoping for?' he demdndghat | would
change my mind about wanting to bring up my owrndéhi

Georgia's shoulders sagged. 'Put like that, it demsnd rather silly.
Anyway, what I'm trying to say is, now that \@ee married I'll try to make
the best of it.'

'Va bene-so shall I." He reached out a long, slim hand aedr@a put hers
into it, giving him a smile which turned into a yaw

'Sorry, Luca. | think the day finally caught up winhe.'



'‘Allora—come to bed. Leave all these things to Rosa imtbming.' He
stood up, holding her eyes with his. 'l made notakis of English tenses
when | said, Come. If | leave you to go to bed algou will lie wakeful and
tense waiting for me to join you. So we shall pregar the night together,
and talk like the friends we have decided to bel wou will not feel
awkward and nervous. You have nothing to fear froey Georgia.'

'l know.' She gave him a rather shy smile. "YdwVe to make allowances.
I've never shared a room with a man before.’

He grinned in response. 'Neither have IV

Georgia woke in the night to a feeling of strangsnehich she realised
came not only from her surroundings but from ttet filaat she was sharing a
bed with someone who took up a great deal of robota Valori,
accustomed to sleeping alone in his huge bed,ywagdiagonally across it.

She lay curled up, quiet as a mouse, afraid taidigtim by trying to shove
him over. They had survived the slight awkwardnafsgetting ready for
bed very well, and for a while had lain talking owheir wedding day
before, to her intense astonishment, Georgia ezhlisat she couldn't keep
awake. She smiled in the darkness. If someone diddcher this morning
that she'd share a bed with her elegant, ratheoteebridegroom and fall
asleep very happily in the process, she would teawghed them to scorn.
But Luca was right. It was better to start as theant to go on. Or as Luca
meant them to go on.

'You are awake,' said a deep, husky voice in thiengas, and the long legs
retreated, giving her more room. 'Forgive me, Gegitdrave almost pushed
you out of bed.'

She chuckled. 'l didn't like to push you back—'

'In case you woke me,' he interrupted, resignedaie you my word,
Georgia. You can sleep in peace.’



Which had rather too much of a churchyard flavebe thought, pulling a
face. 'l know that. | was just being polite.’

Luca gave a smothered chuckle, and turned on thp keside his bed. He
raised himself on an elbow to look at her. 'l annstf. Would you like
something?'

Georgia nodded. 'Fruit juice?'

'Whatever you want.' He stood up, gave a stretdohwihreatened the silk
pyjama trousers tied round his narrow hips, wragpetself in a dark robe
and went from the room.

While he was away Georgia paid a visit to the batlmom, brushed her
hair, laughed at herself for doing so, and was back the wide, carved
bed, propped up against the pillows, when Luca retmed with wine,
fruit juice and glasses on a tray which he put dowmn the table beside
him.

'Would you care for some champagne in your orangeujce?' he said,
shrugging off his robe. 'l think it can do little harm.’

‘At three in the morning?' said Georgia, laughing b hide a frisson of
response to the muscular beauty of his torso. ‘A bdecadent.’

Lifting a negligent shoulder, Luca handed her a glss, filled one for
himself, then slid in beside her and leaned backgelaxed, against the
pale, carved wood of the bedhead. 'But tonight is apecial occasion,
Georgia.' He glanced sideways at her, his eyes saiing. 'Is it so very
difficult for you , innamoratato think of yourself as my wife?'

When he called her 'sweetheart' it was remarkably &sy. Georgia gave
him a look from beneath her lashes. 'No. Now thatt'’s signed and
sealed it's easier to cope with, somehow.'

‘Then you do not hate me any more?'

'I've never hated you, Luca'



'‘But you would not allow yourself to fall in love with me." He stared
down into his glass. 'l wish that | had such iron Bitish control over my
own emotions,' he added suddenly in his own swiftnelodic tongue. 'l
need to confess, Georgia.'

'‘Confess?' she asked, wondering if she understoogtoperly.

'When | said you must sleep here with me it wakingtto do with Rosa, or
anyone other than myself. | had a feeling here—stheck himself in the
chest '—that if we began to sleep apart from th& fiight our marriage
would have no hope of success.' He turned his heddooked down into
her intent eyes. 'Also | am human. You are bedudsifd my wife, and |
wanted to share a bed with you.'

Georgia drained her glass and held it out for m&mreling mischievously. 'l
know you did.'

Luca leaned over to fill her glass and handed dkla her. "You made no
protest,’ he said, in a tone which made her pulsgkgn.

'No. It—it seemed only fair.' She drank from thagy, then looked up at him
accusingly. 'You forgot the orange juice!

‘No. | did not forget. I am trying to seduce youttwchampagne—and
patience,’ he said candidly, his smile doing so mfar his cause that
Georgia, conscious of a glow that had nothing tovith the wine, smiled
back, shaking her head.

"You said | could conduct our marriage any waxkeédi,' she reminded him.

'Have | tried to impose my will?' he returned, biges glittering under
lowered lids.

'l rather think that's what you're doing right no®eorgia finished the wine
and handed him the glass.



Luca set both their glasses on the tray, then tugasually and drew her
into his arms so that she lay against his chest gt face turned up to his.
‘This friendship of ours should allow a little caat, Georgia.'

Relaxed by the exquisite wine, comfortable in thdbece of arms which
held her loosely rather than constricting her, sbéded casually. 'Yes.'

'‘Good. Because now we are married there is ondigndsnust ask.'
She frowned, tilting her head back to see his faoee clearly. 'What is it?'

‘Today | met Tom Hannay, and liked him more thdrelieved possible,’
said Luca gruffly. 'But that night—'

'Which night?’

‘At the Lucchesi in Florence. My room was on thensdloor as yours,
Georgia. | had asked after you at Reception bedawshed to speak with
you on the phone, to introduce myself and makengaments for the next
day.'

She stirred restlessly, but his arms tightened.

'Let me finish.' He breathed in deeply. 'As | weptto dress for dinner that
evening | saw Tom Hannay come out of your room,jaisly naked under
his bathrobe.’

'Sothat'swhy you thought he was my lover!" Georgia shoothvaughter
against his bare chest. "You thought he was sngdlaok to his wife after a
session in my bed?'

"You may think it funny, but | did not,' he saigmdly, holding her tightly. 'l
had already seen you on the plane. | thought feriwas smiling on me
when | discovered that my beautiful fellow passengges the teacher Marco
had engaged for Alessa. Then | saw Tom leave yamrand—'

‘Thought the worst," she said, resigned. 'l wasrenin the room, Luca.
Charlotte was sick when we got to the hotel. | stawith her while Tom



had a shower in my bathroom. Charlotte asked himn tase she needed
theirs in a hurry again.’

Luca stared down into her eyes in astonishmenu viean | have tortured
myself all these weeks for nothing?' His eyes naesuddenly. 'But there
is still this James of yours.' He shook her geritligoped you would invite
him to the wedding so that he could watch as watnecman and wife.'

'Oh, did you? James would have hated it." Geongjaed. 'l feel guilty

because | rather made use of James, used himaas & barrier to try to
keep you at a distance.' She sighed ruefully. ®efmet you I'd found your
countrymen appreciative but very respectful. You-weou were

different.’

'l was different because I fell in love with yolog' said with heat. "You know
very well that | wanted you from the first. And whgou had the accident |
was out of my mind for a while, enough to belielvattif | made love to you
| would erase these lovers of yours from your mand you would fall in
love with me. But my plan failed.’

'Not really," muttered Georgia against his chesd, falt him tense.

He held her away from him. 'Say what you meantdramanded.

'l was already in love with you anyway,' she saneévenly. 'l tried so hard
not to be, Luca, but it was no use. | watrtedto marry you. This isn't the
Middle Ages. If I'd really wanted to bring up myilchalone nothing could
have stopped me. | married you because, deep dovamted to.’'

"You love me?' he demanded imperiously.

'l suppose | must do.’

He let out an explosive sigh and bent his hea@ts im a kiss which went on
so long that both were breathless and shaking Wkeraised his head.



‘Carissima,'he breathed, and with unsteady hands began tesctre full,
ripe curves only partially veiled in amber silk.dslenly he closed his eyes
in anguish and pulled away.

'‘Dio— forgot!"

'Forgot what?' she said crossly.
‘The child-'

'He won't mind.'

'‘Are you sure?' Luca held her close, rubbing hes&hagainst her hair. 'l am
on fire for you, Georgia. You can feel that | am.’

Her cheeks flamed as he splayed a long-fingered aarthe base of her
spine to pull her hard against him. i# our wedding night,’ she said
breathlessly, and tilted her head back to look imt eyes, her own so
brilliant with promise that Luca let out a greamsteady sigh, and slowly,
delicately, taking undisguised pleasure in the téstk off the nightgown
and laid her flat on the bed, his eyes moving twgrin a caress so arousing
that she stirred restlessly and held up her arntsntoin an invitation he
accepted with triumph.

He smiled into her glittering, heavy eyes and begath patience, and all
the skill and subtlety at his command, to erasenalinory of their previous
encounter. He made love to her with such self-cbtiat she was helpless
and pleading before he surrendered to his own aeedook her to dizzying
heights of pleasure, all the while telling her hbeautiful, how exquisite
she was and how much he loved her, the liquid altaliove words
interspersed with Englishso that the brand new@ggNalori was left in no
possible doubt about how much she meant to the shaid married only
hours before.

Afterwards they lay entwined in the warm darknesstlgir heartbeats
slowed, and Luca laid a hand on her stomach, ihgefs caressing.

'It is hard to believe,' he whispered.



Georgia stretched luxuriously, putting her hanch@to keep it in place. 'l
know. Charlotte's sick all the time, but so faustj get a bit sleepy in the
evenings.'

‘A very desirable habit for a bride,’ chuckled Lagginst her throat.

Georgia reached up to smooth his untidy hair. 8nitdbeing awkward about
a honeymoon, darling. | really did want to start marriage here, in your
home.’

'‘Our home," he contradicted, kissing her. 'And | glad. Here at La
Casupola we are not required to do anything. Westanexactly where we
are as long as we want. But there is a pool bethiadouse if you wish to
swim, and we can go to Lucca or Florence to dinenelrer you like.'

"You may be glad to in a day or two," said Georgagping she wasn't right. 'l
might bore you.'

Luca rolled over to capture her beneath him, easiagveight on one hip
with such practised expertise that Georgia notedyty. "You will never
bore me.’

'If 1 do | can always get a job, go back to thecsdtand teach,' she teased.

You can if you wish," he said, surprising her, tlepoilt the effect by
caressing her in a way which sent ever, thing dbeo head but her body's
responses to his touch. '‘But | hope very much ydunaet, innamorata.|
must find a way to persuade you to spend your hiere. With me.'

Dawn was lighting up the Tuscan hills before thipt and it was some
time later in the morning, when they were sharimg lireakfast brought to
the terrace by a beaming Rosa, before Luca raigedzaical eyebrow at his
wife.

'So, Georgia. This marriage of ours. It is bettantyou expected?’



She put down her cup of coffee and gave the mdtterconsideration. 'If
you mean the bed part, yes. Thank you for yourepag in making it so
beautiful for me.’

'l wished to atone for the other time,' he saidesiyb 'Also | was afraid at
first to harm you in any way.'

Georgia smiled mischievously. 'You forgot about thiféer a while.'
'l know." The sombre look remained. 'Georgia, | inapromise from you.'
'l made a few in church yesterday,' she pointed out

'l want you to promise to tell me if you feel iretteast ill at any time—until
the baby arrives," he added, his eyes shadowed.

Georgia's face softened. 'Ah, | see. Of courseinge. Though | feel on
top of the world right now." She thought for a maemdrying to think of

some way to reassure him, then her eyes lit wighimtion. 'Luca, do you
think I look like my mother?'

He looked surprised. 'Why, yes, | do. Your motlses beautiful woman.'

'‘And strong as a horse.' Georgia shot a look at hifmu know that my
father's the Catholic? Mother isn't anything inticaitar.'

"You are trying to tell me somethinggarissima?he asked, frowning.

‘There are precisely eleven months between Chadot me, and Charlotte
was born exactly nine months from my parents' wagidiay. Both of us

took only a few hours to arrive, with no compliceis. But after that Mother
decided to take matters into her own hands to akauwdng a baby every
year. Otherwise," added Georgia, with a grin, 'eeaknows how many

sisters and brothers | might have had. But thetpsithat, just like Mother,

I'm not sick in the mornings, | feel even bettearthusual, and my only
problem lately has been the feeling that you weapped into a marriage
you would never have dreamed of making otherwise.’



'Whereas to have you belong to me is a dream carag stated Luca with
emphasis. 'The mere thought of losing you changgdnmmd about
marriage.'

Georgia gave him such an incandescent smile th&dpe to his feet and
took her in his arms, kissing her with a fervoue sbsponded to in kind.

'So no more worrying,' she said when she couldkspea
'l will try," he promised.

She smiled up at him. 'Luca, | know it's our honegm but could we go
and see your grandmother today, since she didzi'ufeto coming to the
wedding? | want to tell her how much | like beingpther Signora Valori.
And how grateful | am for what she insists on oglher "interference"!

* % %

On a bright, windy Palm Sunday the following yeao@yia and Gianluca
Valori joined with the crowds in the black and vehiharble beauty of the
Duomo in Siena to hear mass, their blue-eyed samgaip at the bright
lights and crowing at the music from the safetyisffather's arms.

As they moved slowly to the door afterwards, thitotlge tourists massed at
the back to watch the service, Luca obtained tpadms in the shape of
olive branches, one of which he presented to his,wwho thanked him
with a kiss. He put one into the tiny, clutchingtfof his son, then tucked the
third into his jacket pocket, and smiled at Georggathey emerged into
bright, dazzling sunshine.

'I've got one too," said Alessa, who was followlredpind with her father and
great-grandmother. She hurried to gaze adoringthetbaby. 'He was so
good, Georgia; he didn't cry.'

'‘No," said Georgia, chuckling. 'He's fine out imgany. He prefers to
demand attention at night.'



'He is male," muttered Luca in an undertone, engtte colour which rose
in his wife's cheeks as she met the look in hiseye

‘This was a very charming idea of yours, Lucad &anilia Valori, joining
in with her own share of baby-worship. 'Thank you lbringing me here
today.’

'l wished to give thanks for the safe arrival of son, and the well-being of
my wife," he said simply, 'and Georgia is very dnaw Siena, so here we
are.'

"You look very well, Georgia,’” commented Marco $as they walked
towards the great, fan- shaped square.

'l feel well. | did all along." Georgia gave hersband a grin. ‘It was Luca
who suffered, not me.'

'She assured me that in her family such things émppth the minimum of
fuss,' agreed Luca, surrendering the baby to Gaokdge pulled a face.
'‘Nevertheless, | was glad when it was all over.’

'So, no doubt, was Georgia.' said his grandmothgy. dAnd how is
Charlotte's little one?"

'She's so cute,’ said Alessa, who had become &reggitor to the Hannay
household since her move to London, a factor wihiah done much to
reconcile her to her temporary stay in England.r 'Hame is Flora,
Bisnonna. But little Carlo is more beautiful, Inki’

'Since he has his mother's hair and his fathe€s bg can hardly fail to be,’
said Emilia Valori with satisfaction.

The family party enjoyed lunch together then sefearafterwards to go
their different ways—Signora Valori to her homelincca, Alessa and
Marco to the Villa Toscana—while Luca drove hisevénd son home to
Rosa, who suffered withdrawal symptoms if the bafag out of her sight
for long.



When the baby had been fed and changed and put dovamnap Georgia
sat with Luca in histudioupstairs, so that they could hear if Carlo cried.
Luca drew hjs wife down beside him on one of tHascand held her close
in his arms as he rubbed his cheek against thi, ttaded hair, then began
pulling the pins from it so that it fell to her skiders in the way he liked
best.

"You look too cool, too perfect with your hair upe said, and ran his hands
through the heavy strands before kissing Georgidllsng mouth. He
smiled as he raised his head.

'What is it?' she whispered, curling against him.

'l was just remembering last Easter. | had no itlea that in less than a
year | would be a husband and a father, and vesyy fiappy with the
arrangement.’

Georgia smiled. 'That makes two of us.' She tigpchead back to look at
him. 'Do | take it that your views on marriage hawvelergone a change,
then?'

'‘Now that Carlo is here and you are safe and wethy arms marriage is
everything | could wish for," he assured her. tithe same for you, my
heart?'

'Yes, darling, it is." Georgia pulled away a litttelook at him rather warily.
‘Though sometimes | shiver at how close | camejexting it all.’

Luca frowned. 'l do not understand.’
'l didn't have to marry you," she said, her eyémép

'‘No," he said grimly. 'l know that. You were preggto bring our child up
alone.’

'l wouldn't have had to do that, either. After—afyeu made love to me
that day | wrote to James immediately, ending elationship. He refused
to accept it, so once | knew | was expecting yalnbl wrote telling him



so. But James still wanted to marry me, even aoffféséhelp me bring up the
child—'

'‘Cosal'Luca stared at her in outrage. 'He wanted to gtaaandmy son?'

'If there was any stealing, Luca Valori, it was titeer way round," said
Georgia severely. 'And it was very good of James.'

Luca said something violent and extremely rude aBames Astin, glaring
at his wife, who smiled at him, unmoved.

"You've missed the point, Luca. I'm trying to tebu | choseto marry you.'
Luca pulled her to him with sudden ferocity, hisutiobruising hers with a
kiss of such possession that Georgia pushed ainhgrotest until his arms
slackened and his mouth softened, and then sheeeltihe kiss with the
response only he could ignite in her.

"It is well you chose me,' he said raggedly, whemndised his head. 'l would
not have rested until you became my wife, Georgia.'

'l didn't reallychooseyou. From the moment | first saw you there wasenev
really any choice at all,' she said, burying heefagainst his shoulder.

‘Then why did you fight me that afternoon?' he dedeal, incensed.
'‘Because you obviously wanted me for another plagnmfnd | wanted so
much more than that." Her head tipped back andasted a wry eyebrow at
him. 'Which I got, well and truly, didn't 1?'

‘Are you sorry?' he asked imperiously.

'‘No. You know I'm not," she whispered, kissing him.

‘Then let us go to bed before Carlo wakes to derhahother. It has been

so long, my darling. | need you so much more thaddes at this moment.’
Luca stood up, holding out his hand. 'Come. | waady you, but—'



'I'm not as sylph-like as | once was,' said Gegrgmothering a laugh as
they went to peep at their son, who lay sleepikg én angel, the afternoon
sunlight haloing his small, blond head.

'Very true,' Luca whispered, and drew her alonglahneling to their room,
where he drew the russet curtains, enclosing tmroa a warm, intimate
glow. 'Also I wish to conserve all my energies fimore fulfilling activities.'
He sat down on the edge of the bed, pulling hexéet his knees so that he
could bury his face between the ripe curves ofdneasts.

Georgia's head went back, her eyes closed to sévewxquisite sensation
of his lips; then they were locked in each othanss on the bed, feverish in
their need of each other.

'l want you so muclhgarissim@ groaned Luca, then gazed into her brilliant
eyes. 'This is truly allowed now? The consultantdenthis plain to you?'

'Yes—yes—yes!' Georgia yielded exultantly as Luegdn kissing her with
a lack of restraint made fiercer by the abstinefdée last months, both of
them catching fire so quickly that long before ertlof them had intended
they were engulfed in the white heat of physicalnien without any

preliminaries other than their intense need of exdhbbr.

Afterwards, still holding her cruelly tight in heams, Luca raised his head
and looked down into his wife's dark, dazed eyes.

'l feel sorry for this James Astin of yours.'
She smiled sleepily. 'l don't believe you.'

He ran the tip of his tongue over her bruised molthean it. To lose such
joy as this—he is to be pitied.’

"You can't lose what you've never had!" Georgiaathmed his hair back
from his damp forehead. 'There was never anythkagthis with James or
anyone else. The "joy", as you put it, only happsitls you, Luca.'

His eyes gleamed in triumph. 'This is true?'



'Yes.' Georgia eyed him quizzically. 'For you, oficse, it's different.’

'Yes. It is. Utterly different." He smiled, his §ars playing with a lock of
her hair. 'l have made love to women before. Yoovkithat. But no one has
ever brought me to such desperation of longingpas A&nd the others | just
slept with and played with, Georgia. You are mg.lif

For a moment she was speechless, her throat tledketth tears at the
passionate sincerity of his declaration. She sthifftdinked the tears away
and smiled up into the brilliant blue gaze with théschievous grin she
knew he adored. 'I'm glad to hear it, Luca Valori.'

He smiled back. 'Why? It is so good to know youehtamed me so well?
Georgia gave a hoot of laught@rameyou—that'll be the day"
‘Then why are you glad?'

'‘Because you'reny life too,' she assured him, and melted into alengs
embrace which only slackened when an imperious,stakable cry came
from the next room. 'Oh, dear, the other Valori endémanding attention!
I'll be back soon—don't go away.’

Luca jay with his hands behind his head, watchiegwrap herself in the
white towelling robe she wore these days instedde&mber silk peignoir.
'‘Bring him in here. | love to watch you nurse him.’

Georgia blew him a kiss then raced off to see torbaring son, who
quieted a little as she changed him, his blue sgesiuch like his father's
that she hugged him tenderly as she carried hirk toathe other room.

Luca took the baby from her, waited until Georgasvgettled comfortably
against the pillows, then handed Carlo back, ggidiim to the source of
nourishment with a loving hand which lingered #diton the full, satiny
curve before leaving the field clear for his son.

‘That's a very thoughtful look," said Georgia sotifter a while, and he
smiled at her.



It just occurred to me that at one time my onlybédian was to be world
champion. At times | suppose | risked my life fgryiet now it seems so
unimportant.'

She gave a little shiver. 'I'm glad | didn't knoauythen.'

'Why? Because of all my adoring fans?' he teased.

'‘No." Georgia flipped her son up on her shouldett patted his back.
'‘Because | love you so much, Luca Valori, I'd bagony every time you
were on the track.' She breathed in deeply andextade baby to her breast

again. 'l can't bear to think of it.'

Luca reached over the downy fair head to kiss'Béo, how lucky | am. |
took what | wanted that fateful afternoon with you—

'Ah, but look what you had to pay for it!" she ta@sreturning the kiss.

He smiled triumphantly. 'My hand, my heart— my Jlitesoro.A small
price to pay for such a prized possession!'



