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How much would a mother sacrifice for her child?

Carly Taylor had made it on her own for six yeaassing her daughter and
hiding from the heartbreaking memories of the hadbaho d betrayed her.

But when her daughter's life was threatened, Gaaly desperate enough to
go to the man she'd tried to forget and ask fohhlp.

Stefano Alessi was the embodiment of power and bedearned he had a
child, he was determined to wield that power rigble. He gave Carly one
option: return to his home and to his bed.

And that was where the danger lay. For once Caaly lecked in Stefano's
embrace, the world would cease to matter. For hmyidcshe fight the sheer
force of a man whose greatest weapon was the ddwréelt for him?



CHAPTER ONE

IT wAS one of those beautiful southern hemispheric sunawenings with a
soft balmy breeze drifting in from the sea.

An evening more suited to casual entertainmentcmrtdthan a formal
gathering, Carly mused as she stepped into a cédlssdesigned black
gown and slid the zip in place. Beautifully cuig style emphasised her slim
curves and provided a perfect foil for her finettegd skin.

A quick glance in the mirror revealed an attractieeng woman of average
height, whose natural attributes were enhanced kyloaous riot of
auburn-streaked dark brown curls cascading haliteayn her back.

The contrast was dramatic and far removed frometbgant chignon and
classically tailored clothes she chose to weaheaoffice.

Indecision momentarily clouded her expression a&s \sbwed her pale,
delicately boned feature$oo pale, she decided, and in a moment of utter
recklessness she applied more blusher, then addethem touch of
eyeshadow to give extra emphasis to her eyes.

There, that would have to do, she decided as sheed her image with
critical appraisal, reflecting a trifle wryly that was ages since she'd
attended a social function—although tonight's oias entirely business,
arranged for the express purpose of affording aialdé new client
introduction to key personnel, and only her empt@ymsistence had been
instrumental in persuading her to join other staémbers at his house.

'All done,' she said lightly as she turned towalsssmall pyjama-clad girl
sitting cross-legged on the bed: a beautiful ckilibse fragility tore at
Carly's maternal heartstrings and caused her teecsitently the implicit
necessity to attend tonight's party.

"You look pretty." The voice held wistful admiratioand a wealth of
unreserved love shone from wide, expressive dagk.ey



‘Thank you,' Carly accepted gently as she leamtdod and trailed slightly
shaky fingers down the length of her daughter'&,dalky curls.

Tomorrow the waiting would be over. In a way, itwae be a relief to know
the medical reason why Ann-Marie's health had becsorprecarious in the
past few months. The round of referrals from generactitioner to
paediatrician, to one specialist and then anottier, seemingly endless
number of tests and X-rays had proven emotionaltlfanancially draining.

If Ann-Marie required the skills of a surgeon antvate hospital care...

Silent anguish gnawed at her stomach, then wittmaentrated effort Carly
dampened her anxiety and forced her wide, mobiletmmto a warm smile
as she clasped Ann-Marie's hand in her own.

'Sarah has the telephone number if she needs taatane,' she relayed
gently as she led the way towards the lounge.

Leaving Ann-Marie, even with someone as competsnSarah, was a
tremendous wrench. Especially tonight, when appreibe heightened her
sense of guilt and warred violently with any neaxddivided loyalty. Yet her
work was important/ the money earned essentialtic@ki she added
silently.

Besides, Ann-Marie couldn't be in better hands thah Sarah, who, as a
nursing sister at the Royal Children's Hospitals waeell qualified to cope
with any untoward eventuality.

‘The dress is perfect.'

Carly smiled in silent acknowledgement of the warndiced compliment.
'It's kind of you to lend it to me.’

The attractive blonde rose from the sofa with uieselscious grace. 'Your
hair looks great. You should wear it like that mofeen.’



'Yes," Ann-Marie agreed, and, tilting her head ne side, she viewed her
mother with the solemn simplicity of the very youniy makes you look
different.’

'Sophisticated,” Sarah added with a teasing laggbha collected a book
from the coffee-table. It was a popular childrestery, with beautiful
illustrations. 'Ann-Marie and | have some serioeesding to do.'

Carly blessed Sarah's intuitive ability to distrAoh-Marie's attention—and
her own, if only momentarily.

Their friendship went back seven years to the dey'd moved into
neighbouring apartments—each fleeing her own hamen tfor differing
reasons, and each desperate for a new beginning.

'l won't be away any longer than | have to,' siseieesd quietly, then she gave
Ann-Marie a hug, and quickly left.

In the lobby, Carly crossed to the lift and stabtyexlcall-button, hearing an
answering electronic hum as the lift rose swiftiythe third floor, then just
as swiftly transported her down to the basement.

The apartment block comprised three levels, andomasof several lining
the northern suburban street, sharing a uniforwiitgale brick, tiled roof,
and basement car park, the only visual differereiagba variation in the
grassed verges and gardens, dependent on the gignerbany caring
tenant who possessed both the time and inclinatdomeautify his or her
immediate environment.

Carly unlocked her sedan, slid in behind the wheel urged the aged Ford
on to street level, taking the main arterial rdetaling into the city. It was
almost seven-thirty, and unless there were anydaeléh traffic she should
arrive at the requested time.

Clive Mathorpe owned an exclusive harbourside exid in Rose Bay, and
a slight frown creased her forehead as she atteiipteecall a previous
occasion when her employer had organised a saeat & his home for the



benefit of a client—even the directorial scion ofvast entrepreneurial
empire.

Acquiring Consolidated Enterprises had been quitewp for Mathorpe
and Partners bore neither the size nor standingngfone of the three
instantly recognisable internationally affiliateccaunting firms.

Carly's speculation faded as she caught a glimpsewering multi-level
concrete and glass spires vying for supremacy gityaskyline, followed
within minutes by an uninterrupted view of the wmeqarchitectural
masterpiece of the Opera House.

It was a familiar scene she'd come to appreciatéat fvas here in this city
that she had developed a sense of self-achievetogether with an inner
satisfaction at having strived hard against diffioodds and won. Not
handsomely, she admitted a trifle wryly, aware ha# teasing fee on her
apartment and the loan on her car.

Negotiating inner-city evening traffic demandedatotoncentration, and
Carly gave a silent sigh of relief when she readResde Bay.

Locating her employer's address presented no pmlaed she slid the car
to a halt outside an imposing set of wrought-irateg.

Minutes later she took a curving path towards tlaérentrance, and within
seconds of pressing the doorbell she was greetedabye and ushered
indoors.

It was crazy suddenly to be stricken with an atta€knerves; mad to
consider herself a social alien among people skw/land worked with.

Soft muted music vied with the chatter of variouslyed voices, and Carly
cast the large lounge and its occupants an idleegiwg glance. Without
exception the men all wore black dinner-suits, wisilk shirts and black
bow-ties, while the women had each chosen styl@shing in a concerted
effort to impress.



Within minutes she was offered a drink, and sheagad a slight smile as
Bradley Williamson moved to her side. He was agdeaman in his early
thirties and considered to be one of Mathorpe aadnBrs' rising young
executives..

His roving appraisal was brief, and his eyes asssmneappreciative sparkle
as he met her steady gaze. 'Carly, you look semsdfi

'‘Bradley,' she acknowledged, then queried idlys'Bave's honoured guest
arrived yet?'

His voice took on an unaccustomed dryness. 'Ydw@ng he'll appear
soon and let you off the figurative hook."

It was a statement she didn't refute. 'Maybe he'twomme," she proffered
absently, and caught Bradley's negative shakeedhéad.

'‘Doubtful. Mathorpe revealed that the director fangoa personal touch in all
his business dealings. "Involvement on every leware his exact words.’

'Which explains why the company has achieved sucbess.'

Bradley spared her a quizzical smile that broaddnsleasant features
into moderate attractiveness. '‘Been doing your haorie?'

Her answering response was without guile. 'Of aaursFigures,
projections, past successes had been readily bBlaila¥et mystery
surrounded Consolidated Enterprises' top man,ingvintense speculation
with regard to his identity.

'Such dedication,’ he teased. 'The way you're hgadgiou'll be the first
woman partner in the firm.’'

'l very much doubt it.'

His interest quickened. 'You can't possibly be mereng resigning in
favour of working elsewhere.'



'‘No," Carly disclaimed. 'l merely expressed theeokstion that Clive
Mathorpe has tunnel vision, and, while an accourdatihe feminine gender
is quite acceptable in the workforce, taking on@sm partner is beyond his
personal inclination.” A faint smile tugged the roens of her generously
moulded mouth. 'Besides, I'm comfortable with tisiag they are.’

He absorbed her words and effected a philosopkloailg. 'Can | get you
another drink?"

‘Thank you. Something long, cool and mildly alcatbiShe smiled at his
expression, then added teasingly, 'Surprise me.'

Carly watched Bradley's departing back with an fegding of restlessness,
aware of a time when her slightest need had betrigated with unerring
accuracy, almost as if the man in her life posskaseability to see beyond
the windows of her mind right to the very depth&eff soul. Those were the
days of love and laughter, when life itself hadsed as exotic and ebullient
as the bubbles set free in a flute of the fineahgbagne.

Entrapped by introspection, Carly fought againstéimergence of a vision
so vivid, so shockingly compelling, that it was akhas if the image had
manifested itself into reality.

Seven years hadn't dimmed her memory by the sBghdegree. If anything
the passage of those years had only served to fydlgaiqualities of a man
she doubted she would ever be able to forget. Tdt&iaction had been
instantaneous, a combustible force fired by eledtrsion, and everything,
everyone, from that moment on, had faded into miance. At twenty,

she hadn't stood a chance against his devastatiglsalchemy, and within
weeks he'd slipped a brilliant diamond on to hewgdir, charmed her
widowed mother into planning an early wedding, asutceeded in
sweeping Carly into the depths of passionate allivi

For the first three months of her marriage sheliesh blissfully, heavenly
happy. Then the demands of her husband's busimesests had begun to
intrude into their personal life. Initially she hrédqueried the few occasions
he rang to cancel dinner; nor had she thought tdbdthat his overnight
business trips were anything other than legitimdteeir reunions had



always been filled with such a degree of sexuakmey that it never
occurred to her that there could be anyone else.

Yet the rumours had begun, persistently connechiag husband with
Angelica Agnelli. The two families had been linked together in various
business interests for more than a generation, Andelica, with
gualifications in business management to her grhdit a seat on the board
of directors of numerous companies.

Tall, slim, soignee Angelica was the visual image of an assertive,
high-powered businesswoman with her eye firmlyasethe main chance.
And that had included the man at the top of thedtarial board. The fact
that he had been legally and morally unavailabls eansidered of little or
no consequence, his wife merely a minor obstack tould easily be
dismissed.

Carly's husband was possessed of an entreprenttairiahat was the envy
of his contemporaries, and his generosity to nuoseharities was well
known, thus ensuring his presence at prominenakegents in and around
Perth.

Carly reflected bitterly that it hadn't taken lofoy the gossip to take seed
and germinate. Nor for the arguments to begin,tar@bntinue unresolved
until ultimately a devastating confrontation haakafly supplied the will for
her to escape.

Throughout her flight east she had been besiegéddoypnachinations of her
own imagination as it provided a litany of possibtenarios, and during
those first few weeks in Sydney she'd lived on dekedge of nervous
tension, fearful that her whereabouts might beadisced.

The bitter irony of having figuratively burned Hardges soon had become
apparent with the knowledge she was pregnant.

The solution was something she'd chosen to faceealand even in the
depths of her own dilemma it had never occurrdtketao consider abortion
as the easy way out. Nor in those first few mowothser pregnancy had she



enlightened her widowed mother, and afterwards as woo late when
emergency surgery resulted in her mother's death.

That initial year after Ann-Marie's birth had besgfiicult, caring for a child
while juggling study and attempting a career. Hoevev she'd
managed...thanks to a private day-care centre arahS help.

It was a source of pride that not only had sheeadd success in her chosen
field of accountancy, she'd also added a stringuafifications to her name
that had earned respect from her peers.

'Sorry | took so long.’

Carly was brought sharply back to the present atsibund of Bradley's
voice, and her lashes swept down to form a proatecteil as she struggled
to shut out the past.

"Your drink. | hope you like it.'
She accepted the glass with a slight smile, anamared her thanks.

It was relief when several minutes later one of fiha's partners joined
them and the conversation shifted entirely to bessn A recent change in
tax legislation had come into effect, and Carlyeesd into a lengthy debate
with both men over the far-reaching implicationsvamnious of their clients'
affairs.

Carly became so involved that at first she didotiae a change in the
background noise until a slight touch on her arentatl her to examine the
source of everyone's attention.

Clive Mathorpe's bulky frame was instantly recoghis. The man at his
side stood at ease, his height and breadth a codingaentity. Even from
this distance there was sufficient familiarity el to send her heart
thudding into an accelerated beat.



A dozen times over the past seven years she'ddbmaked into immobility
by the sight of a tall, broad-framed, dark-haireghmonly to collapse with
relief on discovering that the likeness was meselyerficial.

Now, Carly stood perfectly still as logic vied wittne possibility of
coincidental chance, and even as she dismissddttbethere was a subtle
shift in his stance so that his profile was revéaddiminating any doubt as
to his identity.

For one horrifying second Carly sensed the darll eboblivion welling up
and threatening to engulf her.

She couldn'tdared notfaint. The humiliation would be too incredible and
totally beyond conceivable explanation.

With conscious effort she willed herself to breathewly, deeply, in an
attempt to retain some measure of composure ay suggle nerve-end
went into a state of wild panic.

Stefano Alessi. Australian-born of Italian parehi&swas a proven successor
to his father's financial empire and a noted emémgur, having gained
accolades and enjoyed essential prestige amomgéis. In his late thirties,
he was known to head vast multinational corporatioand owned
residences in several European cities.

It was seven years since she'd last seen him. Segas in which she'd
endeavoured to forget the cataclysmic effect hattldn her life.

Even now he had the power to liquefy her bones,smedwatched with a

sense of dreaded fascination as he glanced withisgecasualness round
the room, almost as if an acutely developed sigtiss had somehow alerted
him to her presence.

Carly mentally steeled herself for the moment @ogition, mesmerised
by the sheer physical force of the man who hadunedt her innocent
emotions and stoked them into a raging fire. Hisallafeatures were just as
dynamically arresting as she remembered, distiadtiwvtheir assemblage of



broad-sculpted bone-structure, his wide-spacedcipp grey eyes able to
assess, dissect and categorise with definitiveracgu

Dark brown, almost black hair moulded his head wutbll-groomed
perfection, and he looked oldeharder, she perceived, aware of the
indomitable air of power evident that set him agrden every other man in
the room.

She shivered, hating the way her body reactedstpri@sence, and there was
nothing she could do to prevent the blood coursimgugh her veins as it

brought all her senses tingling into vibrant lEaen her skin betrayed her,
the soft surface hairs rising in silent recognitiattuned to a memory so

intense, so incredibly acute, that she felt it mostclearly apparent to

anyone who happened to look at her.

In seeming slow motion he captured her gaze, amdbtbath caught in her
throat as his eyes clashed with hers for an isfsihal second, searing with
laser precision through every protective barridrd¢osoul, only to withdraw
and continue an encompassing appraisal of the soorgupants.

'‘Our guest of honour is an attractive man, doni tyonk?

Carly heard Bradley's voice as if from an immenssadce, and she
attempted a non-committal rejoinder that chokedeinthroat.

'l doubt there's a woman present who isn't wondefihe performs as well
in the bedroom as he does in the boardroom, hesssd with wry
amusement.

All Carly wanted to do was escape the room, thesbolYet even as she
gathered her scattered wits together she expedeaddistinct feeling of
dread with the knowledge that any form of retreaswnpossible.

It became immediately apparent that Clive Mathanpended to effect an
introduction to key personnel, and every passingosg assumed the
magnitude of several minutes as the two men maoesdysround the room.



Consequently, she was almost at screaming poinhv@ive Mathorpe
eventually reached her side.

'‘Bradley Williamson, one of my junior partners.’

The lines fanning out from Clive Mathorpe's astbiiee eyes deepened in
silent appreciation of Carly's fashion departu@rirstudious employee.
‘Carly Taylor, an extremely efficient young womahongives one hundred
per cent to anything she undertakes.' He paused atided with a degree of
reverent emphasis, 'Stefano Alessi.'

It was a name which had gained much notice in theness section of a
variety of newspapers over the past few monthscé&wis photograph had
been emblazoned in the tabloid Press accompaniedjtyrnalistic report

lauding the cementing of yet another lucrative deaén in the starkness of
black and white newsprint, his portrayed persona lemanated an
electrifying magnetism that Carly found difficudt tispel.

She held little doubt that the passage of sevensylead seen a marked
escalation of his investment portfolio. On a peaddevel, she couldn't help
wondering whether Angelica Agnelli was still sharims bed.

An ache started up in the region of her heart wigihysicality so intense it
became a tangible pain. Even now she could stiti, land she drew on all
her reserves of strength to present a cool, urtafidacade.

Cool grey eyes deliberately raked her slender frgraasing imperceptibly
on the slight fullness of her breasts before liftio linger briefly on the
generous curve of her mouth.

It was worse, much worse, than if he'd actuallychmd her. Equally
mortifying was her body's instant recognition of &ffect he had on all its
sensual pleasure spots, and there was nothing alld do to still the
betraying pulse at the edge of her throat as itkguied into a palpably
visible beat.

Rage flared deep within, licking every nerve-filustil it threatened to
engulf her in overwhelming flame. Hosaredhe subject her to such a sexist



scrutiny? Almost as if she was an available congnesvas affording due
contemplation.

Then his eyes met hers, and she almost died authkessness apparent,
aware that his slight smile was a mere facsimilbeagclined his head in
greeting.

'Miss Taylor.' His voice was a barely inflected wikaeach word given an
imperceptible mocking emphasis.

'Mr Alessi," Carly managed in polite response,@ltih there was nothing
she could do about the erratic beat of her headantion to his proximity.

Something flared deep within her, a stirring thatasw entirely
sexual—unwarranted and totally unwanted, yet theree the less—and it
said much for her acquired measure of controlghatmanaged to return his
gaze with apparent equanimity.

His eyes darkened measurably, then without a fustteed he moved the
necessary few steps to greet the next employediagvaitroduction.

Carly's mind reeled as several conflicting emotimasred in silent turmoil.
Was his presence here tonight sheer coincidenakiddre have an ulterior
motive?

She'd covered her tracks so well. She had everultedsa solicitor within
days of arrival in Sydney, instructing that a lethe dispatched requesting
any formalities to be handled by their individued&l representatives.

In seven years there had been no contact whatsoever
It seemed incredibly ironic that Stefano shoulgppesar at a time when she'd
been forced to accept that he was the last aceripdtk should she have to

raise more money for Ann-Marie's medical expenses.

Where her daughter's well-being was concerned thiaseno contest. Even
it if meant sublimating her own personal reservatjoand effecting a



confrontation. His power and accumulated wealthiccanove figurative
mountains, and if it was necessary she wouldnitdtego beg.

Carly caught the lower edge of her lip between $varp teeth, then winced
in silent pain as she unconsciously drew blood. désire to make some
excuse and leave was strong. Yet only cowardsmdiran. This time she
had to stay, even if the effort almost killed her.

Carly found each minute dragged interminably, aodatthan once her eyes
strayed across the room to where Stefano Alessiisionversing with Clive
Mathorpe and two senior partners.

In his presence, all other men faded into insigaifce. There was an
exigent force apparent, which, combined with poared sexual magnetism,
drew the attention of women like bees to a hondy po

It was doubtful there was one female present wposse hadn't quickened
at the sight of him, or whose imagination wasntresd by the thought of
being able to captivate his interest.

Carly waited ten minutes after Stefano left befelne crossed the room to
exchange a few polite pleasantries with Clive Mgtlkeoand his wife, then
she slipped quietly from the house and walked duid&wn the driveway to
her car.

Safely behind the wheel, she activated the ignitton eased the car
forward. A quick glance at the illuminated dashloo@vealed it was nine-
thirty. One hour, she reflected with disbelief. Bome reason it had seemed
half a lifetime.

Stefano Alessi's disturbing image rose up to tdnert and she shivered
despite the evening's warmth. He represented daegyshe had come to
loathe in a man.

For one brief milli-second she closed her eyes) thiened them to issue a
silent prayer that fate wouldn't be so unkind aktow her beneath his path
again.



It was a relief to reach the sanctuary of her apant building, and after
garaging the car she rode the lift to the thiraiflo

'Hi," Sarah greeted quietly as Carly entered thde. 'Ann-Marie's fine.
How was the evening?'

| met Ann-Marie's fatheishe longed to confide.

Yet the words stayed locked in her throat, and rela@aged to relay an
informative account as they shared coffee togethen when Sarah left she
checked Ann-Marie before entering her own bedroomhere she
mechanically removed her make-up and undressed feabtled.

Sleep had never seemed more distant, and she toesstérbsly from one
side to the other in a bid to dispel a flood otireing memories.

Haunting, invasive, they refused to be denied aslpnone she began to
recall the angry words she'd exchanged in bitiguraent with a man she'd
chosen to condemn.



CHAPTER TWO

CARLY slept badly, haunted by numerous dream sequehatsote at her
subconscious mind with such vivid clarity that stake shaking, shattered
by their stark reality.

A warning, perhaps? Or simply the manifestatioradear so real that it
threatened to consume her?

Tossing aside the covers, she resolutely went ¢irtihe motions entailed in
her early morning weekday routine, listening to Aviarie's excited chatter
over breakfast as she recounted events from tiveopieevening.

When pressed to reveal just hber evening had turned out, Carly brushed
it off lightly with a smile and a brief but satistary description.

It was eight-thirty when Carly deposited Ann- Maoatside the school
gates, and almost nine when she entered the renegga of Mathorpe and
Partners.

There were several files on her desk demandingtaite and she worked
steadily, methodically checking figures with detered dedication until
mid-morning when she reached for the phone andhmthout a series of
digits.

The specialist's receptionist was extremely poligt firm. Ann-Marie's
results could not be given over the phone. An agpwnt had been set
aside this afternoon for four o'clock.

It sounded ominous, and Carly's voice shook axshBrmed the time.

The remainder of the day was a blur as anxiety qaayavoc with her
nervous system, and in the specialist's consuitiogas it was all she could
do to contain it.

Consequently, it was almost an anticlimax whenwhe shown into his
office, and as soon as she was comfortably seaddamed back in his
chair, his expression mirroring a degree of symgtathunderstanding.



'‘Ann-Marie has a tumour derived from the supportimgsue of the
nerve-cells," he informed her quietly. 'The asttomya varies widely in
malignancy and rate of growth. Surgery is esserdia | recommend it be
carried out as soon as possible.'

Carly's features froze with shock at the profesaigrspoken words, and her
mind immediately went into overdrive with a host iafplications, the
foremost of which wamoney.

'l can refer you to a neuro-surgeon, someone lidento be the best in his
field.' His practised pause held a silent quellyh&ve my nurse arrange an
appointment, shall I?'

The public hospital system was excellent, but tlagéing list for elective
surgery was long. Too long to gamble with her daeigh life. Carly didn't
hesitate. 'Please.’

It took only minutes for the appointment to be @onéd; a few more to
exchange pleasantries before the receptionist @git&arly from his rooms.

She walked in a daze to her car, then slid in lzkthie wheel. A sick feeling
of despair welled up inside as innate fear overrugidnal thought, for no
matter how hard she tried it was impossible to @lispe terrible image of
Ann-Marie lying still and helpless in an operatihgatre, her life reliant on
the skill of a surgeon's scalpel.

It will be all right, Carly determined as she switched on the ignitiben
eased her car on to the street. One way or anathed make sure of it.

The flow of traffic was swift, and on a few occassoit took two light
changes to clear an intersection. Taxis were in ashein their drivers
competent as they manoeuvred their vehicles from lane to another,
ready to take the first opportunity ahead of cynenuters.

The cars in front began to slow, and Carly easedésan to a halt. AImost
absently her gaze shifted slightly to the righgwan as if by some elusive
magnet to a top-of-the-range black Mercedes théplded up beside herin
the adjacent lane.



Her eyes grazed towards the driver in idle, almpstulative curiosity, only
to have them widen in dawning horror as she reseghihe sculpted male
features of none other than Stefano Alessi belnadvheel.

Her initial reaction was to look away, except sksitated too long, and in
seeming slow motion she saw him turn towards her.

With a sense of fatalism she saw his strong featiaeden, and she almost
died beneath the intensity of his gaze.

Then a horn blast provided a startling intrusiond &arly forced her

attention to the slow-moving traffic directly ahe&a her hurry she crashed
the gears and let the clutch out too quickly for hged sedan's liking,
causing it to stall in retaliatory protest.

Damn The curse fell silently from her lips, and shésted the ignition key,
offering soothing words in the hope that the engwoeld fire.

An audible protest sounded from immediately behqudckly followed by
another, then a surge of power shook the smallnrseda she eased it
forward, picking up speed as she joined the rifeages vacating the city.

It wasn't until she'd cleared the intersection #het realised how tight a grip
she retained on the wheel. A light film of moistiseaded her upper lip in
visible evidence of her inner tension, and sheddrgserself to relax, angry
that the mere sight of a man she professed toclald affect her so deeply.

It took almost an hour to reach Manly, yet it fett if she'd been battling
traffic for twice that long by the time she garagled car.

Upstairs, Sarah opened the door, her eyes softanthgoncern at the sight
of Carly's pale features.

‘Sarah helped me draw some pictures.'
Carly leant forward and hugged her daughter cldder eyes were

suspiciously damp as Ann- Marie's small arms fasteound her neck in
loving reciprocation.



'l make coffee,’ Sarah suggested, and Carly $ieotfriend a regretful
smile.

'l can't stay.' Her eyes assumed a haunting vudiigya'I'll ring you.' She
paused, then attempted a shaky smile. 'After €ight?

Entering her own apartment, Carly moved throughth® kitchen and

prepared their evening meal, then when the dishdsoken dealt with she
organised Ann-Marie's bath, made the little girh@ milky drink, then

tucked her into bed.

It was early, and she crossed to the phone taldettory service, praying
they could supply the number she needed.

Minutes later she learned there was no listingStefano Alessi, and the
only number available was ex-directoBamn.

Carly queried Consolidated Enterprises, and wafngitwo numbers,
neither of which responded at this hour of the nighhere was no
after-hours number listed, nor anything conneabea tnobile net.

Carly cursed softly beneath her breath. She hadcamurse but to wait until
tomorrow. Unless she rang Clive Mathorpe at home asked for his
coveted client's private telephone number.

Even as the thought occurred, it was instantly dised. What could she
offer as the reason for such an unorthodox requdst?esteemed boss
would probably suffer an instant apoplectic attécke were to say, 'Oh, by
the way, Clive, | forgot to mention that Stefancegdi is my estranged
husband!

Tomorrow she determined with grim purpose. Even if she toadtilise
devious means to obtain her objective.

A leisurely shower did little to soothe her fragdrnerves, nor did an
attempt to view television.



Long after she'd switched off the bedside lampeBies image rose to taunt
her, and even in dreams he refused to disappeasufeonscious mind
forcing recognition of his existence, so that im&equence she spent
another restless night fighting off several demianmsumerous guises.

The next morning Carly dropped Ann-Marie at ' sdhthen drove into the
city, and on reaching her office she quietly closeddoor so that she could
make the necessary phone call in private.

It was crazy, but her nerves felt as if they wdreedding to pieces as she
waited for the call to connect, and only Ann-Mariglight provided the
courage needed to overcome the instinctive desirepiace the receiver.

Several minutes later, however, she had to contede Stefano was
virtually inaccessible to anyone but a chosen fdéle majority were
requested to supply verbal credentials and le@emtact telephone number.

The thought of waiting all day for him to returretball, even supposing he
chose to, brought her out in a cold sweat. There avdy one method left
open to her whereby she retained some small mea$yewer, and she
used it mercilessly.

'Stefano Alessi,' she directed coolly as soon asrd¢lceptionist answered,
and, hardly giving the girl a chance to draw breatte informed her, 'Tell
his secretary his wife is on the line.' That shdaridg some response.

It did, and Carly derived some satisfaction frore tirl's barely audible
surprise. Within seconds the call was transferaad, another female voice
requested verification.

Stefano's personal staff were hand-picked to haadieeventuality with
unruffled calm—and even a call from someone pumpgrito be the
director's wife failed to faze his secretary in ghghtest.

'Mr Alessi isn't in the office. Can | have him catu?’



Damn. She could hardly ask for his mobile numben;, i would
automatically be assumed that she already hadflitat time do you expect
him in?'

‘This afternoon. He has an appointment at thrdlewed by another at four.'

Assertiveness was the key, and Carly didn't hesitahank you. I'll be there
at four-thirty." She hung up, then quickly made thwdher calls— one to
Sarah asking if she could collect Ann-Marie fronm@al, and another to
Ann-Marie's teacher confirming the change in ragitin

The day loomed ahead, once again without benefda tfnch-hour, and
Carly worked diligently in an effort to recoup ldsne.

At precisely four-fifteen Carly entered the lobbiyaotowering glass-faced
edifice housing the offices of Consolidated Entegs, stabbed the
call-button to summon one of four lifts, then whiearrived stepped into the
cubicle and pressed the designated disk.

The' nerves she had striven to keep at bay surfa@dpainful intensity,
and she mentally steeled herself for the moment h&lte to walk into
Reception and identify herself.

By now Stefano's secretary would have informed diifmer call. What if he
refused to see her?

Positive, thinkpositive an inner voice urged.

The lift paused, the doors opened, and Carly hite ciption but to step into
the luxuriously appointed foyer.

Reception lay through a set of wide glass doord, acting a part, she
stepped forward and gave her name. Her eyes wese ahd level, and her
smile projected just the right degree of assurance.

The receptionist's reaction was polite, her gregetovil, and it was
impossible for Carly to tell anything from her egpsion as she lifted a
handset and spoke quietly into the receiver.



'Mr Alessi is still in conference,’ the receptidmslayed. 'His secretary will
escort you to his private lounge where you can imacbmfort.'

At least she'd passed the first stage, Carly sigh#d silent relief as she
followed an elegantly attired woman to a room whaserior design
employed a mix of soft creams, beige and camekebfby opulently
cushioned sofas in plush chocolate- brown.

There were several current glossy magazines tacattrer interest, an
excellent view of the inner city if she chose ts®etve it through the wide
expanse of plate-glass window. Even televisioahd were so inclined, and
a well-stocked drinks cabinet, which Carly foundhpging—except that

even the mildest measure of alcohol on an empiyath would probably

have the opposite effect on her nerves.

Coffee would be wonderful, and her hand hoveredr dke telephone
console, only to return seconds later to her $Meat if the connection went
straight through to Stefano's office, instead dfigsecretary?

Minutes passed, and she began to wonder if he wpkying some
diabolical game.

Dear lord, he must know how difficult it was forrtie approach him. Surely
she'd suffered enough, without this latest insult?

The thought of seeing him again, alone, withoutdfieof others present to
diffuse the devastating effect on her senses, madéeel ill.

Her stomach began to clench in painful spasmsaamwdd sweat broke over
her skin.

What was taking him so long? A quick glance atwatch determined that
ten minutes had passed. How much longer beforeelgmed to make an
appearance?

At that precise moment the door opened, and Cazlyes flew to the tall
masculine frame outlined in the aperture.



Unbidden, she rose to her feet, and her heart garglden jolt, disturbed
beyond measure by the lick of flame that sweptughoher veins. It was
mad, utterly crazy that he could still have thieef, and she forced herself
to breathe slowly in an attempt to slow the rapdttof her pulse.

Attired in a dark grey business suit, blue silkishnd tie, he appeared even
more formidable than she'd expected, his heiglmtanidating factor as he
entered the room.

The door closed behind him with a faint decisivagnand for one
electrifying second she felt trapped. Imprisondide smended, verging
towards silent hysteria as her eyes lifted towargdsn a gesture of contrived
courage.

His harshly assembled features bore an inscrutaliilat was disquieting,
and she viewed him warily as he crossed to statidmtouching distance.

He embodied a dramatic mesh of blatant masculiaitg elemental
ruthlessness, his stance that of a superior jungteabout to stalk a
vulnerable prey, assessing the moment he wouldsehtmopounce and Kill.

Dammit, she derided silently. She was being toaifahfor words!A tiny
voice taunted that he had no need for violence Wiggpossessed the ability
verbally to reduce even the most worthy opponenttetate of mute
insecurity in seconds.

The silence between them was so acute that Cartyalmost afraid to

breathe, and she became intensely conscious afd¢hsured rise and fall of
her breasts, the painful beat of her heart aseitngel to leap through her
ribcage. Her eyes widened fractionally as he thaulsand into his trouser
pocket with an indolent gesture, and she tiltedhesd, forcing herself to
retain his gaze.

'Shall we dispense with polite inanities and gaigtit to the reason why
you're here?' Stefano queried hardily.

There was an element of tensile steel beneathdplkisticated veneer, a
sense of purpose that was daunting. She was aWwarealevated nervous



tension, and it took every ounce of courage to lsgaémly. 'l wasn't sure
you'd see me.’

The eyes that speared hers were deliberately aodlan icy chill feathered
across the surface of her skin.

'Curiosity, perhaps?' His voice was a hateful dramld her eyes gleamed
with latent anger, their depths flecked with tawgold.She wanted tbit
him, to disturb his tightly held control. Yet suah action was impossible,
for she couldn't afford to indulge in a display teimper. She needed
him—or, more importantly, Ann-Marie needed the swrhelp his money
could bring.

'Coffee?"

She was tempted to refuse, and for a moment shestldid, then she
inclined her head in silent acquiescence. 'Please.’

Dark grey eyes raked her slim form, then returrestab her pale features
with relentless scrutiny. Without a word he crostethe telephone console
and lifted the handset, then issued a request dee and sandwiches
before turning back to face her.

His expression became chillingly cynical, assumamginscrutability that
reflected inflexible strength of will. 'How mucha@y?" .

Her head lifted of its own volition, her eyes wigled clear as she fought to
utter a civil response.

One eyebrow slanted in a gesture of deliberate ergck gather that is why
you're here?'

She had already calculated the cost and addecc@oframore in case of
emergency. Now she doubled it. Twenty thousanthgo!

He directed her a swift calculated appraisal, ahémhe spoke his voice
was dangerously soft. That's expensive electivgesy.'



Carly's eyes widened into huge pools of incredusisy comprehension
dawned, and for one brief second her eyes fillet wicredible pain. Then a
surge of anger rose to the surface, palpable, taiknand beyond control.

Without conscious thought she reached for the seasbject at hand,
uncaring of the injury she could inflict or any dage she might cause.

Stefano shifted slightly, and the rock-crystal estmissed its target by
inches and crashed into a framed print positiometthe wall directly behind
his shoulder.

The sound was explosive, and in seeming slow mdianty saw the glass
shatter, the framed print spring from its fixed kamd fall to the carpet. The
ashtray followed its path, intact, to bounce arddimnkenly to a halt in the
centre of the room.

Time became a suspended entity, the silence sosmtiat she could hear
the ragged measure of her breathing and feel thediog beat of her heart.

She didn't movecouldn't for the muscles activating each limb appeared
suspended and beyond any direction from her brain.

It was impossible to gauge his reaction, for they emsible sign of anger
apparent was revealed in the hard line of his jaevjcy chill evident in the
storm-grey darkness of his eyes.

The strident ring of the phone made her jump,htdlssound diffusing the
electric tension, and Carly watched in mesmerigstihation as Stefano
crossed to the console and picked up the handset.

He listened for a few seconds, then spoke reaggyrio whoever was on
the other end of the line.

More than anything, she wanted to storm out ofrtien, the buildinghis
life. Yet she couldn't. Not yet.

Stefano slowly replaced the receiver, then hegitaned, his expression an
inscrutable mask.



'So,' he intoned silkily. 'Am | to assume from tkeatotive reaction that you
aren't carrying the seed of another man's child,aaa therefore not in need
of an abortion?'

| carried yours she longed to cry out. With determined effort attempted

to gather together the threads of her shatteredesetDon't presume to
judge me by the numerous women you bed,' she edtantan oddly taut
voice.

His eyes darkened until they resembled shards sifl@n slate. 'You have
no foundation on which to base such an accusation.’

Carly closed her eyes, then slowly opened themmagaigoes beyond my
credulity to imagine you've remained celibate foren yearsAs | haveshe
added silently.

"You're here to put me on trial for supposed sexruiatiemeanours during
the years of our enforced separation?'

His voice was a hatefully musing drawl that made g@ms itch with the
need to resort to a display of physical anger.

'If you could sleep with Angelica during our magea | can't evebeginto
imagine what you might have done after | left!" iganurled with the
pent-up bitterness gfears.

There was a curious bleakness apparent, then atsrés assumed an
expressionless mask as he cast his watch a deébgl@nce. 'State your
case, Carly," he inclined with chilling disregatid. nine minutes | have an
appointment with a valued colleague.’

It was hardly propitious to her cause continuadlyttwart him, and her chin
tilted fractionally as she held his gaze. 'l alsetttbught | had.’

'Knowing how much you despise me,' Stefano drawtdtly, 'l can only be
intrigued by the degree of desperation that foyoesto confront me with a
request for money."'



Her eyes were remarkably steady, and she did strtbéeep the intense
emotion from her voice. 'Someone | care for vergmneeds an operation,’
she said quietly. It was true, even if it was trimh partial omission.
'Specialist care, a private hospital.'

One eyebrow lifted with mocking cynicism. ‘A man?"'

She curled her fingers into a tight ball and thhesthands behind her back.
'No," she denied in a curiously flat voice.

‘Then who, Carly?' he queried silkily. His eyesea@khers, compelling,
inexorable, and inescapable.

‘A child.'
'‘Am | permitted to knowwvhosechild?’

He wouldn't give in until she presented him withthk details, and she
suddenly hated him, with an intensity that was ehgshocking, for all the
pain, the anger and the futility, for having daréérself, to love him
unreservedly, only to have that love thrown backenface.

Seven years ago she'd hurled one accusation afténea at the man who
had steadfastly refused to confirm, deny or exphéénactions. As a result,
she'd frequently given vent to angry recriminatidnch rarely succeeded in
provoking his retaliation. Except once. Then hastigated her as the child
he considered her to be, and when she'd hit high tneceremoniously
hauled her back into their bed and subjected harlesson she was never
likely to forget.

The following morning she'd packed a bag, and driseeadily east until
hunger and exhaustion had forced her to stop. $held rung her mother,
offered the briefest of explanations and assuredimed be in touch.

That had been the last personal contact she'd lithdtlve man she had
married. Until now.



'My daughter,’ she enlightened starkly, and watdhedeatures reassemble,
the broad facial bones seeming more pronouncedathelearly defined
beneath the taut musculature bonding fibre to b®he.composite picture
portrayed a harsh ruthlessness she found infinitgkitening.

'l suggest,' he began in a voice pitched so lowitlsunded like silk being
razed by steel, 'you contact the child's father.’

Carly visibly shivered. His icy anger was almogtagible entity, cooling
the room, and there was a finality in his wordsjraxorability she knew
she'd never be able to circumvent unless sheheladbsolute truth—now.

'‘Ami-Marie was born exactly seven months and thweeks after | left
Perth." There were papers in her bag. A birth foeate, blood-group
records—hers, Ann-Marie's, a copyhié. Photos. Several of them, showing
Ann-Marie as a babe in arms, a toddler, then oh eansecutive birthday,
all showing an acute similarity to the man who Iettiered her: the same
colouring, dark, thick, silky hair, and grey eyes.

Carly retrieved them, thrusting one after the oihév Stefano’s hands as
irrefutable proof. 'She's your daughter, Stefafmurs.

The atmosphere in the lounge was so highly chathetl Carly almost
expected it to ignite into incendiary flame.

His expression was impossible to read, and asebensls dragged silently
by she felt like screaming— anything to get sonaetien.

‘Tell me," Stefano began in a voice that was satimeoth and dangerous,
'was | to be forever kept in ignorance of her exise?’

Oh, dear lord, how could she answer that? Showdeskn dare, when she
wasn't sure of the answer herself? ‘Maybe whemsiseolder | would have
offered her the opportunity to get in touch withuyoshe admitted with
hesitant honesty.

‘Grazie' His voice was as chilling as an ice floe in egtia wasteland. 'And
how, precisely, did you intend to achieve thatZBying her turn up on my



doorstep, ten, fifteen years from now, with a Wyigbenned note of
explanation in her hand?'

He was furiously angry; the whiplash of his wordsetat her defences,
ripping them to shreds. 'Damn you,' he swore sofflgmn you to hell.’

He looked capable of anything, and she took anlimtary step backwards
from the sheer force- field of his rage. 'Righttas moment, it would give

me the utmost pleasure to wring your slender nétk.appeared to rein in
his temper with visible effort. 'What surgical peoltire?' he demanded
grimly. 'What's wrong with her?’

With a voice that shook slightly she relayed théade watching with
detached fascination as he scrawled a series tefdeaind numbers with
firm, swift strokes on to a notepad.

Your address and telephone number.' The underlyingtttufeanger was
almost a palpable force. She could sense it, alfeekts intensity, and she
felt impossibly afraid.

It took considerable effort to maintain an auraaim, but she managed it.
"Your assurance that Ann-Marie's medical expenskdemet is all that's
necessary.'

His eyes caught hers and held them captive, andskhered at the

ruthlessness apparent in their depths. 'You catieve I'll hand over a

cheque and let you walk out of here?' he said déadly softness, and a
cold hand suddenly clutched at her heart and seddsard.

'I'll make every attempt to pay you back," Carlnteeed stiffly, and saw his
eyes harden.

'l intend that you shall." His voice was velveteased steel, and caused the
blood in her veins to chill.

A knock at the door provided an unexpected intmusamd Carly cast him a
startled glance as his secretary entered the rowmpkaced a laden tray
down on to the coffee-table. It said much for teerstary's demeanour that



she gave no visible indication of having seen thpoded picture frame or
the glass that lay scattered on the carpet.

Carly watched the woman's movements as she pouwethtc coffee from
a steaming pot into two cups and removed cleatiplisn from a plate of
delectable sandwiches.

'‘Contact Bryan Thorpe, Renate," Stefano instrustedothly. 'Extend my
apologies and reschedule our meeting for Monday."'

Renate didn't blink. "Yes, of course." She stragbd from her task, her
smile practised and' polite as she turned andHeftoom.

Carly eyed the sandwiches with longing, aware tiatast meal she'd eaten
was breakfast. The coffee was tempting, and stexllihe cup to her lips
with both hands, took a savouring sip, then shaldptlaced it down on to
the saucer.

The need to escape this room was almost as imperati her desire to
escape the man who occupied it, for despite hetwesis presence had an
alarming effect on her equilibrium, stirring aliven entire gamut of

emotions, the foremost of which was fear. The feglvas so intense that all
her senses seemed elevated, heightened to a adwgseshe felt her entire
body was a finely tuned instrument awaiting the straés touch. Which was
crazy—insane.

‘There's no need to cancel your appointment,’ st Him with more
courage than she felt, and she collected her bdglahthe strap over one
shoulder in a silent indication of her intentiori¢ave.

'Where do you think you're going?' Stefano said deadly soft voice, and
she looked at him carefully, aware of the auratedngth, the indomitable
power apparent, and experienced a stirring of alarm

'Home.'

'l intend to see her.'



The words threw her off balance, and she went sugdsill. 'No," she
denied, stricken by the image of father and daughieeting for the first
time, the effect it would have on Ann-Marie. 'l dowant the disruption
your presence will have on her life," she offeredkdly.

'Or yours," he declared with uncanny perceptiors éiies were hard, his
expression inexorable. 'Yet you must have knowhdhae | was aware of
the facts there could be no way I'd allow you tcage unscathed?'

A shiver shook her slim frame; she was all too aihat she was dealing
with a man whose power was both extensive andetacking. Only a fool
would underestimate him, and right now he looked &g'd like to shake
her until she begged for mercy.

‘There is nothing you can do to prevent me fromkimgl out of here," she
said stiltedly.

'l want my daughter, Carly,' he declared in a vdlta was implacable,
emotionless, and totally without pity. 'Either wigeet a reconciliation and
resume our marriage, or I'll seek legal custodgpugh court action. The
decision is yours.'

A well of anger rose to the surface at his temeftitgu have no right,’ Carly
retaliated fiercely. 'No--'

"You have until tomorrow to make up your mind.' steoked a series of
digits on to paper, tore it from its block, and ted it to her. "You can reach
me on this number.'

'‘Blackmail is a criminal offence!’

'l have stated my intention and given you a chblee said hardly, and her
eyes glittered with rage.

'l refuse to consider a mockery of a marriage, witiusband who divides
his time between a wife and a mistress!



His eyes narrowed, and Carly met his gaze withldsardisregard. 'Don't
bother attempting to deny it," she advised withpdeeated bitterness. 'There
was a succession of so-called friends and soc@liaactances who took
delight in ensuring | heard the latest gossip. @mpatrticular, had access to
a Press-clipping service, and never failed to ensimat | received
conclusive proof of your infidelity.'

"Your obsession with innuendo and supposition hasminished," Stefano
dismissed with deadly softness.

'‘Nor has my hatred of you!

His smile was a mere facsimile, and she was helchabile by the
dangerous glitter in his eyes, the peculiar sti#tnef his stance. 'lt says
something for your maternal devotion that you madatp overcome it
sufficiently to confront me.

Angry, futile tears diminished her vision, and slieked furiously to dispel
them. 'Only because there was no other option!

Without a word she turned and walked to the doocaung whether he
attempted to stop her or not.

He didn't move, and she walked down the carpetéddnato Reception,
her head held high, pride forcing a faint smileslas inclined a slight nod to
the girl manning the switchboard before sweepingothe foyer.

A lift arrived within seconds of being summoneddanwasn't until she
reached ground level that reaction began to set in.



CHAPTER THREE

IT TOOK an hour for Carly to reach Manly, and she utterstlent prayer of
thanks to whoever watched over her as she travénsechr-choked arterial
roads leading north from the city. Concentratiors wasential, and her own
was in such a state of serious disarray that itavasnor miracle her sedan
survived the drive intact.

Sarah answered the door at once, and Carly castdrateful glance as she
entered her friend's apartment.

‘Thanks for collecting Ann-Matrie. | got held up,déathe traffic slowed to a
complete halt in places.’

‘Sarah read me a story, and we watched televibweralready had my bath,’
Ann-Marie informed her as she ran into her mothmrtstretched arms.

Carly hugged the small body close, and felt theebie$é emotion-packed
tears. For more than six years she'd fought tonthrail to support them
both without any outside financial assistance. Sthahwould change, and
she wasn't sure she'd ever be ready for the uph8&fano Alessi would
cause in their lives.

'Would you like some coffee?' Sarah queried. Tilthe kettle on.’

Carly shot her friend a distracted smile. "Why omine over and share our
meal?' It was the least she could do, and besidesuld be lovely tohave
company. Then she would have less time alone ighwta think.

Sarah looked suitably regretful. 'I'd love to, Bot going out tonight.'

Carly glimpsed the indecision apparent, the penbrna®ding evident in
Sarah's lovely blue eyes.

'| take it this isn't the usual casual meal shavét a female friend?' she
queried slowly. 'Who's the lucky man?’



‘A doctor who performed emergency surgery seve@iths ago while |
was on night duty. He's recently moved south fraair3. We ran into each
other a few days later, in the supermarket oflaltgs, and we chatted. Then
| saw him again at the hospital." She paused, #adted a faint shrugging
gesture. 'He's..." She paused, searching forghéwiords. 'Easy to talk to, |
guess. Last week he asked me out to dinner." Hes elouded, then
deepened to cerulean blue. 'l said yes at the botejow I'm not so sure.’

Aware that Sarah's disastrous first marriage ahdesguent messy divorce
had left her with a strong dislike and distrustnoén, almost to the point
where she refused to have anything to do with tlether than in a

professional capacity, Carly could only wonder ¢ tman who had

managed to break througbr friend's defences.

'I'm delighted for you,' she declared with genwsimeeerity.

'I'm terrified for me," Sarah acknowledged wryly skee filled both mugs
with boiling water.

The aroma of instant coffee was no substituteHerreal thing, but the hot,
sweet brew had a necessary reviving effect and/Ggped the contents of
her mug with appreciative satisfaction.

'What time is he picking you up?’

'Seven." An entire gamut of emotions chased flghtiracross Sarah's
attractive features. 'I'm going to ring him and azn

If he was at all intuitive, he would have delibefgtleft his answering
machine off with just this possibility in mind, Qarreflected as Sarah
crossed to the telephone and punched out the rexqdigits, only to listen
and replace the receiver.

'‘Damn. Now what am | going to do?'

Carly viewed her with twinkling solemnity. 'Go owtith him.'



'l can't. I'm nuts," Sarah wailetNuts' Her expression assumed a sudden
fierceness. 'If the situation were reversed, woudd go out with another
man?'

Her heart lurched, then settled into an accelefag¢adlin the knowledge that
she would soon be inextricably involved with somesehe'd sworn never to
have anything to do with again, coerced by a setimumstances that
denied any freedom of choice. Yet her academic miminanded

independent legal verification of Stefano's thigfatustody, even as logic
reasoned that in a court of law the odds would devity stacked against
Stefano being denied access to his daughter. Tomomas Saturday, but
there was a friend she could contact outside ofiimers who would relay
the vital information she needed.

‘Carly?'

She proffered a faint smile in silent apology ahdak her head. 'Not all
men are made from the same mould as our respdostvdiusbands,’ she
managed, evading Sarah's close scrutiny as sbeé fife mug to her lips and
sipped from it.

'When he arrives, I'll tell him I've changed my ohinrSarah declared, and,
placing a light hand on Carly's arm, she queridtlystAre you OK?'

There was no time for confidences, and Carly wasmé she was ready to
share Stefano's ultimatum with anyone. 'I'm fisk¢ assured quietly as she
deliberately forced a slight smile. ‘Let me givenAlarie dinner, then ['ll
come and help with your hair.'

Sarah shot her a dark musing glance. 'He's seeinrdenim shorts, a
T-shirt, trainers, and no make-up." Her expresslmerame faintly
speculative as she took in the paleness of Cdegtires, the edge of
tension apparent. 'Give me twenty minutes to shandrchange.'

Once in her own apartment, it took only a few masutio heat the casserole
she'd prepared the previous evening, and althoughMarie ate well Carly
mechanically forked small portions from her platéwlittle real appetite.



Afterwards Ann-Marie proved an interested specta®rCarly used hot
rollers to good effect on Sarah's hair.

'Why do | feel as nervous as a teenager about tonga first date?' Sarah
qgueried with wry disbelief. 'No, don't answer that.

'All done," Carly announced minutes later as séesd back a pace to view
the style she'd effected with critical favour. 'Ytmok really great,’ she
assured her gently, her eyes softening with geni@iekng for her friend's
state of panic. 'Are you going to tell me his nanstf@ prompted with a
faintly teasing smile.

‘James Hensley,' Sarah revealed. 'Surgeon, lateeshiwidower, one son.
He's slightly aloof and distinguished, yet warm &ady to talk to, if that
makes sense.' Indecision, doubt and anxiety clobdeattractive features.
A deprecatory laugh merged with an audible groadespair. 'Why am |
doing this to myself? | donfteedthe emotional aggravation!

The intercom buzzed, and Carly reached out andhtdnadd of Ann-Marie's
hand. 'Have a really fantastic time," she bade ISgently. 'We'll let
ourselves out.'

It was after eight before Ann-Marie fell asleepd &arly gently closed the
storybook, then gazed at her daughter's classitire=a in repose. She
looked so small, so fragile. Far too young to htveindergo extensive
surgery. Her beautiful hair

A lump rose in Carly's throat, a painful constoctishe had difficulty in
swallowing. It wasn't fairLife wasn't fair. Dammit, she wouldn't cry. Tears
were for the weak, and she had to be strong. Fibr dficthem. At least her
daughter would have the best medical attention marwald buy, she
consoled herself fiercely.

Carly remained seated in the chair beside Ann- &kabed for a long time
before she stirred herself sufficiently to leave thom, and after carefully
closing the door she crossed the lounge to thegahon



Twenty minutes later she slowly replaced the rezreiWith a sinking heart
she attempted to cometo terms with the fact thgtcéaim for custody by

Stefano could succeed. Sole custody was not ademagion unless he could
prove indisputably that Carly was an unfit mothdéowever, he could insist
on joint custody—alternate weekends, half of eatiosl holiday—and be

granted any reasonable request for access.

On that premise, Carly was sufficiently intelligeiot be aware of what
would happen if she contested his claim in a collaw, or what emphasis
his lawyer would place on her decision to leaveféi@ in ignorance of
Ann-Marie's existence.

She closed her eyes, almost able to hear the dgmwvonds uttered with
appropriate dramatic inflexion. The moral issue ldoe played out with
stunning effect. With the added weight of Stefaweéalth, she wouldn't
stand a chance of him being refused custody.

Without conscious thought she sank into a nearlayrah despair. Dear
God, she agonised shakily. How could she do thahdo daughter?
Ann-Marie would be pulled and pushed between twapjeewho no longer
had anything in common, torn by divided loyaltiesd unsure whether
either parent's affection was motivated by genlowe or a desire to hurt the
other.

In years to come Ann-Marie would understand andprefmend the truth of
her parents' relationship. But what damage woulddrme between now and
then? It didn't bear thinking about.

There was really no choice. None at all.

Impossibly restless, she flung herself into comipéea punishing few hours
of housework, followed by a stint of ironing. Atk it provided an outlet
for her nervous tension, and she tumbled wearitylired to toss and turn far
into the early hours of the morning.

'You look—terrible," Sarah declared with concernGasly answered the
door shortly after eleven. 'Is Ann-Marie OK?'



'She's fine," Carly responded with a faint smhentwinced at the increasing
pain in her head. 'She's dressing her doll in #drdom and deciding what
she should wear to Susy's party this afternoon.&€omin, we'll have some
coffee.’

Tl make the coffeeand get you something for that headache,” Sarah
insisted, suiting words to action with such admeadfficiency that Carly
found herself seated at the dining-room table ngrsi hot cup of delicious
brew.

'‘Now, tell me what's wrong.'

Carly effected a faint shrugging gesture. 'l mustféeling my age,’ she
qualified with a faint smile. 'One late night thghuthe week, and it takes me
the next two to get over it.'

'OK," Sarah accepted. 'So you don't want to tatkwbake these tablets.’

'Yes, Sister.'

'Don't be sassy with me, young woman. It won't wdBlarah added with
mock-severity.

'How was your date with James?' Carly queried iatsgmpt to divert the
conversation away from herself.

'We had dinner, we talked, then he delivered meehoBarah lifted her
shoulders in a noncommittal gesture. 'lt was ghtiil guess.'

‘That's it?' Carly looked slightly incredulouall right wraps it up?'

'OK, so he was the perfect gentleman.' Sarah'segjan became pensive. 'l
was surprised, that's all.’

James was beginning to sound more astute by thatenin

'He's asked me out to dinner next Saturday everdagah informed her
quietly, and Carly applauded his perception inrigkhings slowly.



'He sounds nice.'

'l get the feeling he's streets ahead of me," Sawnated. 'Almost as if he
knows what I'm thinking and how I'll react. It's—aamny.’

Carly sipped her coffee and attempted to ignorenbadache. It would take
at least ten minutes before the pain began to e@sgye another ten before
it retreated to a dull heaviness that would onlyabbeviated by rest. After

she dropped Ann- Marie at Susy's house, she'd d@de and rest for an

hour.

Sarah left a short while later, and Carly headedaflong leisurely shower,
choosing to slip into tailored cotton trousers andleeveless top in eau-
de-Nil silk. The pale colour looked cool and rehieg, and accentuated the
deep auburn highlights of her hair and the cleaelyaf her skin.

Lunch was a light meal, for Ann-Marie was too egdito eat much in view
of all the prospective fare available at Susy'sypar

'‘Ready, darling?’

Ann-Marie's small features creased into an exprassof excited
anticipation, and Carly felt a tug on her heamsfsi

'‘Checklist time,” she bade lightly with a smile.aftdikerchief? No
last-minute need to visit the bathroom?’

'Yes,' Ann-Marie answered, retrieving a white lirsgquare from the pocket
of her dress. 'And | just did. Can we go now?"

‘After you," Carly grinned, sweeping her arm in theection of the front
door.

The drive was a relatively short one, for Susydiva a neighbouring
suburb, and in no time at all Carly brought thetoa halt behind a neat row
of several parked cars.



'We're cutting the cake at three," Susy's mothee bhwith an expressive
smile. 'And I'm planning a reviving afternoon tea the mothers at three-
thirty while Susy opens her presents. I'd love ywbe here if you can.’

Carly accepted the invitation, wished Susy 'HappsthBay', then bent
down to kiss Ann- Marie goodbye.

On returning home she garaged the car in its atlofipace, sparing its
slightly dusty paintwork a faint grimace as shesel and locked the door.
Perhaps she could leave early and detour via aasérw

The apartment seemed strangely empty, and shedlitfto the kitchen to
retrieve a cool drink from the refrigerator.

The buzz of the doorbell sounded loud in the sieoicthe apartment, and
Carly frowned in momentary perplexity as she crdske lounge. Sarah?

Instead, a tall, broad-shouldered, disturbinglyifiammale frame filled the
doorway. The few seconds between recognition anthoehension seemed
uncommonly long as she registered his dominatiegeprce.

'What are you doing here?"

'Whatever happened twello? Stefano drawled, and his dry mocking tones
sent an icy shiver down the length of her spine.

Her eyes sparked with visible anger, dark depthsheer mahogany, and it
irked her unbearably that she'd discarded her esgledals on entering the
apartment, for it put her at a distinct disadvaatag

Impossibly tall, he towered head and shoulders alh@r, his impeccably
tailored suit seeming incredibly formal on a dagtttvas usually given to
informality and relaxation.

Three nights ago his presence had shocked and ybsihieer. Yesterday,
she'd been momentarily numbed, grateful for theamaglity of his office.
Now, there was no visible shield, no barrier, ane flt inordinately wary.



'‘Aren't you going to ask me in?'

He projected a dramatic mesh of elemental ruthésssrand primitive
power, an intrinsic physical magnetism that tedssrdsenses and rendered
them intensely vulnerable.

Her chin lifted fractionally, her eyes locking withs, and she caught the
lurking cynicism evident, almost as if he guess$edgath her thoughts had
taken and was silently amused by their passage.

'What if | refuse?' Brave words, given his sheeergith and indomitable
will.

'Would you prefer an amicable discussion, or haeectrannel everything
through my lawyers?'

His voice was deadly quiet, and she felt the cbltch of fear.

‘This isn't a convenient time." She was madsane to thwart him
continually, yet she was damned if she'd meeklydstsside and allow him
entry into the privacy of her apartment.

His expression hardened, the assemblage of musdlibane tautening into
a chilling mask depicting controlled anger. 'Youjust returned from
delivering our daughter to a birthday party. Howddefore you need to
collect her? An hour? Two?'

Sheer rage rushed to the surface, destroying amplaace of restraint.

"You've had me watched-fellowed?" Words momentarily failed her. '"You
bastard' she flung at last, sorely tempted to slam ther dio his face, yet

even as the thought occurred to her she negatedttiom as not only foolish
but extremely dangerous.

For one infinitesimal second his eyes leapt withaager, then sharpened
and became infinitely compelling as he raked hemdgr frame.

A shivery sensation feathered its way down thetlerd her spine as she
fought against the intrinsic pull of his innate salty, and of its own



volition her body seemed to flare into life as ghited by some hidden
combustible flame.

Seven years ago she'd gone willingly into his ahissbed, and tasted every
sensual delight in a sexual discovery that hadheebn fire, enraptured by
an ecstasy so acute that it hadn't seemed possiblepleasure existed. A
passionate lover, he'd teasingly dispensed with aad every one of her
inhibitions, and taught her to become so in turié Wer own sensual being
that each time they made love it was a total cgndition of the senses.

To deny him access to her apartment would gainlatedp nothing, and,
drawing in a deep breath, she gathered her scdtegn®tions together as
she aimed for contrived politeness.

'Please,’ Carly indicated as she gestured towanasafas and a chair in the
small lounge. 'Sit down.’

Stefano chose to ignore the directive, and movedlglacross the room to
examine a large frame containing a montage of sampshots showing
Ann-Marie in various stages of development fronihbto as recently as a
month ago.

A palpable silence filled the room until it envedmpeverything. A silence so
incredibly damning that it was almost tangible.

At long last he turned towards her, his eyes sarkably dark that it was
impossible to discern anything from his expressi@thy did you choose
not to tell me you were pregnant?' he began witlepiéve softness.

Her throat felt impossibly dry, and so constrictedt she doubted if her
larynx could cope with emitting so much as a souifid.had, you would
have hauled me back to Perth/ she said at last.

'Indeed," Stefano agreed. 'And | wouldn't now bramual a thief for stealing
from me the first six years of my daughter's life.'



'If you'd had sufficient respect for our marriagewouldn't have felt
compelled to leave,' she managed carefully. Theeam inherent integrity
apparent, a strength that came from deep within.

'‘And rehashing the past has no relevance to Anmieldduture.’

She could feel his anger emanating through thespairhis skin, and all her
fine body hairs rose in protective self-defence.cdeld have shaken her to
within an inch of her life, and taken extreme plegasin her pain. It was
there in his eyes, the tautly bunched muscles dseltehimself rigidly in
control. The promise of retribution was thinly esl| and she felt
immeasurably afraid, aware that such punishmentldvixe swift and
without warning—an utter devastation. But not géie reasoned shakily. A
superb tactician, he would derive infinite satisfaic from playing out her
fear.

'You've reached a decision?"

Her heart stopped, then clamoured into a thuddes.bYes.' One look at
his hard, obdurate features was sufficient to asicehis inflexibility.

'Must | draw it from you like blood from stone?' persued, his voice
assuming a deadly softness, and her eyes flar&édr@sentment.

'l won't allow Ann-Marie to be a metaphorical bowe fight over in a

lawcourt," she said hardily. 'Nor will | put herdligh the emotional trauma
of being bandied back and forth between two parehkitsr head lifted

slightly and her chin tilted with determination.oWever, | have one
condition.’

One eyebrow slanted in silent cynicism. 'And wisathiat?'
"You give up your women friends."'
He looked at her for what seemed an age, and sbkecwr@scious of an

elevated nervous tension as the silence betweam #ieetched to an
unbearable length.



'‘Could you be more specific?'
'Lovers,' she said tightly, hating him.

'Does that mean you are prepared to accommodate bexl?' he pursued
with deadly softness.

Her heart stopped, then clamoured into a thuddew bt the memory his
words evoked, and the nights when she'd behavedalikindless wanton in
his passionate embrace. With concentrated eff@tnsanaged to keep her
gaze steady. 'No, it doesn't, damn you!

Stefano remained silent, his eyes watchful as heessed the fleeting
change of her emotions, then after a measuralglecglhe ventured silkily,
"You expect me to remain celibate?’

Of its own volition, her hand lifted to her haircheased a stray tendril
behind on ear, the gesture unconscious and begyagininner nervousness.
"Il live in the same house,' she declared quidtlyplay at being your social

hostess. For Ann- Marie's sake, I'll pretend evengt between us is fine.'
Her eyes were wide, clear, and filled with resanti'But | refuse to share
your bed.'

The edge of his mouth lifted in a gesture of musmagkery. 'l shall insist
you share the same room.'

'Why?' Carly demanded baldly.

His eyes speared hers, their depths hard and ibligexBecause | choose
never to lose.’

'‘Our marriage meant nothing to you!
"You think not?' Stefano countered with unmatchgdiagsm. 'l retain a

clear memory of your..." He paused imperceptibdigntadded mockingly,
‘Contentment.’



"You gave me beautiful things, put me in a beabhfume, took me out to
beautiful parties where beautiful people mingled amde out they were
friends.' She felt incredibly sad. 'Except nothivas beautiful. Not really. |
was a new playmate, someone you could show off wthenoccasion
demanded.' Her eyes clouded, and her lashes #dttdown to form a
protective veil. 'l was too young, too naive, artidn't know the rules.’

His expression hardened, and only a fool would skom disregard the
element of tensile steel beneath his sophisticateeer, for apparent was a
sense of purpose, a formidability that was infigiaunting.

'‘And now you do?' he taunted silkily.

Her eyes were remarkably clear and steady, helveesterived from an
inner strength she would never allow him to destliogare for my daughter
more than life itself," she vowed quietly. 'Her lfeaand well-being take
precedence over anything you can throw at me.'

His eyes reflected an indomitable strength of walhd, unless she was
mistaken, a chilling degree of silent rage.

Self-preservation was a prime motivation, yet righthis instant she felt as
vulnerable as a cornered vixen. 'l insist on cantig with my career- even
if it's only on a part-time basis.’'

He didn't display any emotion whatsoever, and $inesed, aware of the
force she was dealing with.

You'll take an extended leave of absence, effectilmost immediately,
until Ann-Marie has recovered fully from surgerydais able to return to
school.’

An angry flush crept over her cheeks as she fotmhgmain calm beneath
his deliberate appraisal. 'lt never entered my heado otherwise," she
retaliated, determined to press home every poirtteinintention to set a
personal precedent. 'However, | studied very harddchieve my present
position, and | have no intention of giving it up.’



'I'm sure Clive Mathorpe will be amenable to youorking a reduced
number of hours consistent with the time Ann-Mapends at school.’

Cool, damning words, but carrying a weight she tbimpossible to ignore.
She felt drained, emotionally and physically, ahd seeded to be alone.

'Will you please leave?'
'When do you collect Ann-Marie from the party?’

Carly's eyes flew to her watch, confirming with imasurable relief that it
was only minutes past three.

'Soon," she acknowledged. 'l told Susy's mothejolid her and the other
mothers for afternoon tea.'

'In that case, I'll drive you there.'

A surge of anger rose to the surface, colouringcheeks and sharpening
her features. 'Damn you,"' she cursed fiercely.dh'tvintroduce you to
Ann-Marie in one breath and reveal you're her fathé¢he next!

'Putting off the inevitable won't achieve anythirgtefano stated in a voice
that was infinitely dangerous. 'Invite me to dintearight.’

She closed her eyes, then slowly opened them a@an:t it wait a few
days?'

''ve spoken to the specialist and arranged an iappent with the
neurosurgeon for Tuesday. It's highly possiblellsidergo surgery within
a week.' His gaze seemed incredibly dark as hisifesm assumed a harsh,
implacable mask. 'lt's imperative that you're begtablished in my home as
soon as possible. Emotional stability is cruciahép recuperation.’

'When she's fully recovered is soon enough," Gargd, hating the way he
was taking charge.

"Tomorrow,"' he informed her with diabolical insiste.



'No," she denied at once. 'It will only cause hediety and add to the trauma
of hospitalisation and surgery.'

'Use whatever guise you choose," he insisted soffiyt do it, Carly.
Ann-Marie will soon accept | have a rightful plaoeher life—as she has in
mine.’

A holiday, a brief stay, was the only tenable erpt#on, she decided, aware
that Ann-Marie would probably view the proposal smmething of an
adventure.

"'l be back at five," he declared hardly. ‘Artldting dinner. All you'll have
to do is serve it.' His gaze seared her soul. tBaw@n think about running
away, Carly," he warned softly. 'This time, I'llaseh until | find you, and
afterwards you'll wish you were dead.'She stoaasfiged as he turned and
walked to the door, then quietly left the apartment

It took ten minutes for her to regain some measfi@®mposure, a further
five before she took the lift down to the undergrdwar park.

To sit with several other young mothers sippingded sharing party fare
proved an anticlimax, and Carly felt as if she wasrating on automatic
pilot while her brain whirled off on a tangent.

She smiled a lot, and she even managed to laughapparent spontaneity
at an amusingly told anecdote. Inside, she wasss,neenscious with every
passing minute, each glance at Ann-Marie, of thpaich Stefano would
have on their lives. Especially her own.

The most pressing problem was finding the righbjas that would prevent
Ann-Marie from forming any prejudice, one way ok thther, about her
mother's actions. Children were incredibly curigws)d Ann-Marie was no
exception.

For the following half-hour Carly watched Susy uapher presents, unable
afterwards to remember more than a few, then, viheirthday cake was
cut, she helped distribute the pieces.



Soon it was time to leave, and in the car she ¢dsalith her conscience,
agonising over how she j should explain Stefano thed reconciliation,
aware that the little girl was too excited aftex gfarty to really absorb much
of what her mother had to say.

While driving a car in traffic was hardly the tinher place, and as soon as
they entered the apartment she plugged in theeketihde herself a cup of
strong tea, then settled down beside Ann-Mariehersbfa.

'‘Someone very special is going to have dinner wathonight," Carly began
quietly, aware that she had her daughter's undivatention by the bright
curiosity evident in a pair of grey eyes that wiekentical to Stefano's.

‘Sarah?'
'No, darling.' She hesitated slightly, then offegegetly, "Your father.’

Ann-Marie's eyes widened measurably and her expressssumed a
solemnity beyond her tender years. 'You said miyefalived a long, long
way away, and you left him before he knew about ifee eyes grew even
larger. 'Why didn't you want to tell him?'

Oh, dear lord. Out of the mouths of babes! 'Becavsdad an argument,’
Carly answered honestly. 'And we said things wa'tlidean.' An extension
of the truth, forshehad said them— Stefano hadn't uttered a singlel wor
his defence.

'How did he find out about me?' Ann-Marie queritnhdy.

"Your father moved to Sydney several months agarlyCsaid quietly,
watching the expressive play of emotions evidéne been in touch with
him.'

'‘Why?'

If only there were a simple answer! 'l thought @&satime he knew about
you.'



Ann-Marie's gaze didn't waver, and it seemed arbafmre she spoke. 'And
you don't not like him any more?'She hid a sad esmail Ann-Marie's
phraseology, and prayed the good lord would forgefor the fabrication.
'‘No.'

'‘Now he wants to meet me," Ann-Marie said with ildibh intuition, and
Carly nodded her head in silent agreement, theorsaed, 'Yes, he does.
Very much.’

'Is he angry with you for not telling him about rhe?

‘A little," she admitted gently.

Ann-Marie's expression became comically fierce, dat chin jutted
forward. 'If he's nasty to you, I'll hit him.’

The mental picture of a delicate, curly-haired wear-old lashing out at a
six-feet-plus male frame brought a slight smileCarly's lips. ‘'That would

be very rude, don't you think? Especially when be/ery kind man.' Not to
her, never to her. However, she had no doubt heldvbe kind to his

daughter.

'Does he want us to live together and be a family?’
Her answer had to be direct and without hesitatioes,' she said simply.

'Do youwant us to live with him?' Ann-Marie persisteddd@arly felt as if
she was caught in a trap with no way out.

'Yes.' Two untruths in the space of two minutesshé wasn't careful, it
could become a habit. 'Let's go and freshen ugl,\8b& He'll be here soon.’

'What do | call him?' Ann-Marie asked several masukater as she stood
quietly while Carly tidied her hair and redid héons.

Carly had a terrible feeling the questions couldnly get worse! "What
would you like to call him?"



Ann-Marie appeared to deliberate, her eyes persieslight frown creased
her small brow.Daddy, | guess.' Her eyes moved to meet those of he
mother in the mirror. 'Will | like him?'

She forced her mouth to widen into a warm smilentehe bent down to
brush her lips against her daughter's temple.sline that once you get to
know him you'll like him very much,’ she assured dnaietly.

Ann-Marie looked at her mother's mirrored reflestiand queried with
puzzlement, '‘Aren't you going to put some lipsticie'

Carly didn't feel inclined to do anything to enhamer appearance, although
she reached automatically for a slim plastic tuhe @utlined her mouth in
clear red.

The sound of the doorbell heralded Stefano's dyraral, catching hold of
Ann-Marie's hand, she summoned a bright smile.ll 8fgaanswer that?'

| don't want to do this, a voice screamed silefidyn within, aware that the
moment she opened the door her life would chamgedcably.

Carly schooled her features into an expressionetéeme, and although she
registered his physical presence she felt akindis@mbodied spectator.

Except that this was no nightmarish dream. StefAlessi represented
reality, and she issued a greeting, aware thatakeekchanged the formal
business suit worn a few hours earlier for caswak drousers and an
open-necked shirt.

Carly barely hid a gasp of surprise as he reachedmal threaded his fingers
through hers, tightening them imperceptibly as attempted to pull away
from his grasp.

She registered a silent protest by digging thedfgser nails into hard bone
and sinew. Not that it did any good, for he dign&n blink, and she watched
in silence as his mouth curved into a warm smile.



Supremely conscious of Ann-Marie's intent gaze,mhaaged to return it,
and she glimpsed the faint narrowing of his eyes silent warning evident
an instant before they swept down to encompassaughter.

'Hello, Ann-Matrie.'

He made no attempt to touch her, and Ann-Marieddak him solemnly for
several long seconds, her eyes round and unwaveeiioge they shifted to
her mother, then back again to the man at her side.

'Hello," she answered politely.

Carly felt as if her heart would tear in two, andesheld her breath,
supremely conscious of the man and the child, enegch a part of the
other, both aware of their connection, yet eaclurenguite how to proceed.

In a strange way, it allowed her to see a diffeset¢ of the man, a hint of
vulnerability evident that she doubted anyone élsé ever witnessed. It
surprised her, and made her wonder for one vegf brinute how different
things might have been if she'd stayed in the rageriand if he would have
given up Angelica Agnelli and assumed the roleefaled father.

A knife twisted deep within her, and the pain beeantense at the thought
of Stefano taking delight in all the changing facef her pregnancy, the
miracle of the birth itself, and the shared joythadir new-born child.

She'd denied him that, had felt justified in dogag and if it hadn't been for
Ann-Marie's illness she doubted that she'd evee ladlewed him to become
aware of his daughter's existence.

His fingers tightened around her own, almost a$efcould read her
thoughts, and she summoned the effort to moveth@dounge, indicating
one of two chairs.

'Please, take a seat.' Her voice sounded strangéenown at all, and she
extricated her hand from his, aware that it way tweicause he allowed her
to do so.



'l hope you like chicken," Stefano said, holding aularge carrier bag
suitably emblazoned with an exclusive delicatesdsga. 'There's a variety
of salads, some fresh bread rolls, cheese. Andtle lod wine.'

‘Thank you," Carly acknowledged with contrived wtrnand preceded him
into the kitchen.

They ate at six, and Carly was aware of an inngioe that almost totally
destroyed her appetite. There was no lull in cosatesn, and although
Ann-Marie displayed initial reservation it wasndnh before she was
chatting happily about school, her friends, Sagatt, how much she'd love
to own a dog.

'l have a dog," Stefano revealed, and Carly stifleahental groan in the

knowledge that he had just won a massive slicerof-Rarie's interest, for

the 'no animals allowed' rule enforced by the apant managers ensured
that tenants couldn't have pets. Ann-Marie coultgllyahide her excitement.

'What sort of dog?’

Carly waited with bated breath, and had her wogard confirmed with
Stefano enlightened her. 'A Dobermann pinscher."

'Mummy said that one day when we live in a housearehave a poodle.’

Stefano cast Carly a musing glance at her choifmd&urning his attention
back to his daughter. 'In that case, we'll havge®about getting you one.’

It was bribery, pure and simple, and Carly hatexd far it.

By the time Ann-Marie was settled happily in bed @sleep, it was clear
that Stefano had succeeded in winning a placesinlidiighter's affections.

'l have to congratulate you," Carly said quietlyshge handed him some
freshly made coffee. Then she crossed the smalpwand selected a chair
as far distant from his as possible.

His gaze was startlingly level. 'On developing ampathy with my
daughter?’



She met his eyes and held their gaze with all dreef of her maternal
instincts. 'If you do anything to hurt her—evehésmphasised softly, 'I'll
kill you.'

He didn't speak for several long seconds, and Geltlylose to screaming
point. 'You wanted for her to hate me?"

'No. No," she repeated shakily, knowing that it wiaisue.

'Yet you decry the speed with which she has gifteda measure of her
affection,’ Stefano pursued.

She refused to admit it, and stirred her coffeéess, wanting only for the
evening to end so that she could be free of hisidisng presence.

‘Gaining her trust won't be achieved overnightdiseounted drily, adding,
'‘And love has to be earned.’

'Why agree to gift her a poodle?’

'l saidwewould have to see about getting her one," he refggbevenly, and
she instantly flared, 'A Dobermann and a poodlé botthe same property?'

'Prince is a well-trained guard dog who is excepily obedient. | doubt
there will be a problem.’

'‘And it matters little to you that | might have soplem moving into your
home?'

His eyes were hard, with no hint of any softnd%a.sure you'll manage to
overcome it.'

Suddenly she'd had enough, and she replaced herdowpm on the
coffee-table, then rose to her feet. 'I'm tired Bahdike you to leave.'

He followed her movements with a lithe indolenckent covered the
distance to the front door. 'Be packed and reaadyidday. I'll collect you.'



She wanted to hit him, and she lifted her handy émlhave it caught in a
merciless grip.

'Don't even think about it," Stefano warned silkllyhis time | won't be so
generous.'

There could be little doubt about the veiled threat she looked at him in
helpless anger, wanting so much to strike outrimper, yet forced to contain
it out of consideration to a sleeping child whopwd she wake and
perchance witness such a scene, would be bothguland frightened, and
unable to comprehend the cause.

Stefano released her hand, then he opened theaddanoved out into the
foyer without so much as a backward glance.



CHAPTER FOUR

CARLY experienced a sense of acute nervousness as et cgght of
Stefano's imposing double-storeyed French-chatgdeifsome. Situated in
the exclusive suburb of Clontarf and constructedrefy stone, it sat well
back from the road in beautifully kept grounds.

A spreading jacaranda tree in full bloom with iepet of lilac flowers
provided a fitting backdrop to an assortment ofcgsien-clipped shrubs,
and symmetrical borders filled with a variety ofaaful flowers that were
predominantly red, pink, white and yellow.

Dear lord, what had shdon& The enormity of it all settled like a
tremendous weight on her slim shoulders. In theespd fifteen hours she
had packed, cleaned the apartment, notified trengagent, and confided
in Sarah Andtossed and turned for the short time she'd pexditerself to
sleep. Now she had to face reality.

The car drew to a halt adjacent to the main en&aand no sooner had
Stefano slid out from behind the wheel than a shedll-built man of
middle years emerged from the house to retrieveraéguitcases from the
capacious boot.

‘Joe Bardini," Stefano told them as Carly and Areriblislid from the car.
‘Joe and his wife Sylvana look after the housegandnds.'The man's smile
was warm, and his voice when he spoke held thesbareece of an Italian
accent. 'Sylvana is in the kitchen preparing lurichill tell her you have
arrived.’

Some of Carly's tension transmitted itself to hemghter, for Ann-Marie's
fingers tightened measurably within her own asételed the way indoors.

The foyer was spacious, with cream-streaked mailde and delicate

archways either side of a magnificent double ségedeading to the upper
floor. The focal point was a beautiful crystal cHialer, spectacular in

design by day. Carly could only wonder at its luesicence by night.

"Would you prefer to explore the house before tardfinch?'



'‘Can we now?' Ann-Marie begged before Carly hadvance to utter so
much as a word, and Stefano cast his daughter enghgiaince.

'Why not? Shall we begin upstairs?’

'Yes, please.'

They ascended one side of the curving staircaskpameaching the upper
floor he directed them left to two guest rooms amiglightful bedroom suite

with a connecting bathroom.

'Is tljis where I'm going to sleep?' Ann-Marie adlkas she looked at the
softly toned bedcovers.

'Do you like it?" Stefano asked gently, and shededd
'It's very pretty. Can Sarah come visit sometimes?’
'Of course,' he answered solemnly.

'Sarah lives in the apartment next door,"” Ann- Blaxplained carefully.
'She is our very best friend.'

To the right of the central staircase Stefano ogendoor leading into the
main suite, and Carly's eyes flew to two queenbieds separated by a
double pedestal. A spacioan suitewas visible, and there was an adjoining
sitting-room complete with soft leather chairs,etetision console, and
escritoire.

'We'll use this suite," Stefano indicated, and ¥eefrained from comment,
choosing instead to shoot him a telling glanceles meceded him to the
head of the stairs.

If he thought she'd share the same bedroom with Ienhad another think
coming!

Once downstairs he led them into a formal loungetaiaing items of
delicate antique furniture, deep- seated sofasangie chairs, employing a



visually pleasing mix of cream, beige and soft sggeen. Oil-paintings
graced the walls, a sparkling crystal chandelienghauspended from a
beautiful filigree-plastered ceiling, and wide fteto-ceiling sliding glass
doors opened out on to a covered terrace.

Even at a glance it was possible to see the hblaed-swimming-pool beyond
the terrace, and catch a glimpse of the magnifiseev out over the
harbour.

The formal dining-room was equally impressive, dnsl study held an
awesome arsenal of high-tech equipment as wellaga mahogany desk,
and wall-to-wall bookshelves.

The southern wing comprised an informal family ro@ming-room and an
enormous kitchen any chef would kill for.

A pleasantly plump middle-aged woman turned as #mgred, and her
kindly face creased into a warm welcoming smileSdsfano effected
introductions.

'‘Lunch will be ready in ten minutes,' Sylvana destdia

'Is Prince outside? Can | see him?' Ann-Marie asked she made no
objection when Stefano reached forward and caugldtdt her hand.

'‘Come and be properly introduced.’

The dog was huge, and looked incredibly fearsoraepgneath Stefano's
guidance he became a docile lamb, his eyes large saalful, his
whimpering enthusiasm as close to canine commuaitas it was possible
to get.

‘After lunch we'll take him for a walk round theognds, and you can watch
him go through his paces.'

Lunch was served in the informal dining-room, amthAarie did justice to
the tender roast chicken with accompanying vegesabhs well as the
delicious creme caramel dessert.



The excellent glass of white wine Carly sipped tigto lunch helped soothe
her fractured nerves, arafterwards she walked quietly with Ann-Marie as
Stefano led the Dobermann through a series of cordma

It was very warm outdoors, and Carly glimpsedva tiell-tale signs of her

daughter's tiredness. The symptoafisher condition could descend with
little warning, and it was essential that her ressrof strength were not
overtaxed.

'Shall we go upstairs?' Carly suggested, catchihd of Ann-Marie's hand.
"You can lie down while | unpack your clothes.’

Stefano shot her a quick glance, his expressiorsiperas Ann-Marie
stumbled slightly.

'‘Can | see Prince again before dinner?’
'Of course. You can watch Joe feed him.'

Carly lifted her into her arms, and Ann-Marie nedther head into the curve
of her mother's shoulder, her small hands liftingibk together around
Carly's neck.

‘Let me take her," Stefano bade quietly, and Gaudgle to demure, barely
able to control her surprise as Ann-Marie allowdef&ho to transfer her
into his arms without protest.

Ann-Marie fought against encroaching lassitude heesy tmade their way
indoors, and by the time Stefano deposited hetydatvn on to the bed she
was asleep.

His eyes were dark and slightly hooded as he wdtClaly deftly remove
the little girl's shoes then draw up a light cobefore crossing to the
window to close the curtains.

'She just needs to rest,' she said quietly. 'Stedll right in an hour or two.’



Carly turned and walked from the room, supremelyscomus of a distinct
prickling sensation feathering her spine as hevadid close behind.

It was damnable to be so aware of him, and in #llevhy she quickened her
step towards the main suite. 'I'll begin unpackitder voice sounded
incredibly stilted and polite, almost dismissingr he had the power to
ruffle her composure more than she was preparadrtot.

Their combined luggage was stacked neatly on toe,fand her eyes swept
the room, hating the invidious position in whickeshbeen placed and the
man who deliberately sought to put her there.

‘Afraid, Carly?' a deep voice drawled from behiadd she turned slowly to
face him, her eyes steady.

"You intend me to be," she said with hesitatiorar@wf an inner resentment.
‘This is part of a diabolical game, isn't it?' shared, on a verbal
rollercoaster. 'Separate beds, but having to ghareame room. Aan suite
with no lock, ensuring you can invade my privacy éime you choose.' A
degree of bitterness made itself apparent. 'Andwiii.choose, won't you,
Stefano? Just for the hell of it." Her eyes darkdemeasurably, the gold
flecks appearing like chips of topaz against browatvet. '‘Don't ever
mistake your bed for mine,’ she warned with deadfness. 'I'd mark you
for life.’

His gaze raked hers, harsh and unrelenting. 'Befgid've allowed you a
separate bed," he drawled smoothly. ‘It wasn't ngyral intention.’

Her heart lurched, then missed a beat as sensatfarled deep within her,
the pain so acute that she almost gasped at éssity. For one horrifying
moment she held a clear vision of their bodiesédck lovemaking, aware
that if he chose to take her now it would be aatioh motivated by revenge.

Her eyes grew large, expressing a mixture of shauk anger, yet she
refused to be subjugated to him in any wBgape, even between husband
and wife," she reminded stiltedly, 'is a crimintieace.’



Something flickered in the depths of his eyes, tliewas successfully
masked. "You know me well enough to understandrépst would never be
a consideration.'

No, she thought shakily. He was too skilled a Idegnarm his partner with
any form of physical pain. His revenge would beniély more subtle.

As it had been on one previous occasion, when shg/dn him to anger
with a heated accusation she'd refused to retnaeixplain, and he had
simply hauled her unceremoniously over his shouéthet carried her into
the bedroom where he had conducted a deliberaterédy assault on her
senses until she was on fire with a desire so setémat she had possessed no
reason, no sanity, only base animal need and adsivén hunger for the
release that only he could give. Except that hetakeh pleasure in making
her wait until she was reduced to begging unashbiike a craven wanton
caught in the throes of some primeval force, amh tlonly then, had he
taken her with a merciless mastery that knew nantsun a totally erotic
plundering of her senses. With no energy left tovenshe'd drifted into
sleep, only to waken in the early morning hoursemhself-loathing had
surfaced, and a degree of shame. It had been thlgstehat had motivated
her to leave.

Carly shivered suddenly, hating him more than sleeght it was possible
to hate anyone, and she watched in silence a®hsert to a concealed wall-
safe, activated the mechanism, then removed a gemaller's box before

covering the distance between with calm, leisusédyps.

"Your rings,' Stefano declared, extracting the ésttpisquare-cut diamond
with its baguette-cut diamond mounting, and itsahiig band.

Surprise momentarily widened her eyes as she eectdaring both from her
finger in a fit of angry rage. 'You kept them?"

His gaze was remarkably steady. 'What did you expedo do with them?"

She was lost for words, her mobile features haghtiexpressive for a few
seconds before she schooled them into restrairsedves unable in the few



ensuing seconds to make any protest as he toolohbkt left hand and slid
both rings in place.

Of their own volition her fingers sought the lagjene, twisting it back and
forth in a gesture that betrayed an inner nervaesne

His proximity disturbed her more than she was pregbéo admit, and she
was aware of a watchful quality in his stance,rdentness so overpowering
that she felt almost afraid.

Her whole body stirred, caught up in a web of saliguso acute that it
seemed as if every vein, every nerve cell in helyldamed in electrifying
recognition ofhis, which was totally opposite to the dictates of Iiin.

To continue standing here like this was madnessyattout a further word
she turned away from him, crossing to her luggagbetin the chore of
unpacking.

Carly's movements were steady and unhurried asplsleed clothes on
hangers in a capacious walk-in wardrobe, and slseaware of the instant
he turned and left the room.

Dinner was a simple meal comprising minestroneofedid by pasta, and
afterwards Sylvana served coffee in the informahige.

Settling Ann-Marie to bed was achieved without fussl Stefano willingly
agreed to his daughter's request to listen to arbedtory.

A novelty, Carly assured herself as she chose thgoste side of
Ann-Marie's bed, conscious that she was the fottwmpair of eyes—one
pair loving and direct, the other musing and fgistbeculative.

Forget he's there, a tiny voice prompted as shesgdiap the book and began
to read. Who do you think you're kidding? anothenicked.



Somehow Carly managed to inject her voice witltutstomary warmth and
enthusiasm, and she had almost finished when AnmeMayes fluttered
down.

Minutes later Stefano rose quietly to his feet waded at the door for Carly
to precede him from the room.

'Does she usually wake in the night?' he queriettie@g neared the head of
the stairs, and Carly shook her head.

'Very rarely." She was a nervous wreck, she hadamldche, and all she
wanted to do was have a long leisurely shower, #ierinto bed. She said
as much, adding, 'I'll drop Ann-Marie at schoottie morning, then go into
the office for a few hours.

'Clive Mathorpe isn't expecting you," Stefano dedyland she felt fiisson
of alarm at his longhard glance. 'lI've alreadygirikned him that his highly
regarded Carly Taylor is Carly Taylaidessi!

Anger surged to the surface at his highhandednidssy dare you?' she
vented in softly voiced fury. 'l am quite capabtaadling him myself!'

'‘As my wife, there's no necessity for you to woflur first priority lies with
Ann-Marie.' The velvet smoothness in his voice $thtiave been sufficient
warning, but she was too stubborn to take any heed.

'l agree,’ she conceded, determined to win pooat him. 'However, as
she'll be at school from eight forty-five until tviirty, | don't see why |

shouldn't spend those hours delegating work to wdroill take my place

over the next few weeks.'

'I'll allow you tomorrow," Stefano agreed hardBut that's all.’

'Don't begin dictating what | can and can't do'tl¢aaid fiercely. She felt
defensive, and very, very angry. 'And don't yadare imply that I'm an
irresponsible mother! What sort of father wybu be?' she demanded. 'It
isn't nearly enough to provide a child with a béalhome and numerous
possessions. The novelty soon wears off when yall ba present at the



school fete, or attend the end-of- year play.' Elggs flashed with fiery
topaz as her anger deepened. 'What happens neikttiveaeveek after that,
and all the long months ahead?' she queried fierééou'll be too busy
jetting off to God knows where, cementing yet aeotmultimillion-dollar
deal. When yoware home, you'll probably leave in the morning befshe
wakes, and return long after she's given up ang lebpatching a glimpse of
you. How am | going to explain that your liaisontlwfatherhood will be
conducted by remote control?’

His eyes were dark and unfathomable, and she waseawi a degree of
anger apparent. 'Why are you so sure it will be?"

'‘Because you lead such a high-profile existenbe,flsing in cautiously. ‘It
can't be any other way, damn you!'

He looked at her in silence for what seemed anagejt was all she could
do to hold his gaze. Yet she wouldn't subvert kar beliefs in deference to
a man whose credo was different from her own.

‘Tell me, are you staging a fight as a matter afgypole, or merely as an
attempt to vent some of your rage?’

'‘Both!’

'With any clear thought to the consequences?' &iefaursued, his eyes
never leaving hers for a second.

'‘Don't you dare threaten me!’
One dark eyebrow rose in cynical query. 'lf you gma I'll take any
invective you choose to throw in my direction withhaetaliation, you're

mistaken,' he warned silkily.

Carly felt as if she was on a rollercoaster leadithighe way down to hell.
'I'm damned if I'll play happy families at a flick your fingers!'

'l doubt you'll do or say anything to upset Ann-rida



He was right. She wouldn't. Yet she desperatelyte¢ato hit out at him for
invading her life and turning it upside-down.

'Do you enjoy the power it gives you to use my ddegas an excuse to
blackmail me?’

'‘Are you making an allegation?' Stefano countered voice that would
have quelled an adversary.

For a few fateful seconds they seemed* locked@msbattle, and she felt as
if she was shattering into a thousand piecesthiggruth!’

He stood regarding her in silence, his eyes dandgrutable, yet there was
an air of leashed anger apparent, a sense of tahb was almost
frightening.

'Quit while you're ahead, Carly.’

She felt the need to be free of him, and preferaldye. For a few hours at
least. 'I'm going to take a shower and watch teiewifor a while.’

One eyebrow rose fractionally. 'A desire for sal&@’
'I'm off duty,’ she declared, uncaring of his react

‘Careful with your claws, my little cat,’ Stefan@med softly. 'Or | may
choose to unsheathe my own.’

There was nothing she could add, so she didn't #yemstead, she turned
and walked towards their suite, and once insidecstnefully closed the
door.

He didn't follow, and she moved into tae suiteand shed her clothes, then
took a long shower, and, towelled dry, she pullecadhin cotton shift and
emerged into the bedroom, to stand hesitantly,nenshich of the two beds
she should occupy.



Dammit, she swore softly. With her luck, she'd d®the wrong one, and
then Stefano would be cynically amused by her rkésta

There was only one solution, and she caught upvalling robe and slid it
on, then walked through to the sitting-room, adtdathe television, and
sank into a comfortable chair.

If necessary, she determined vengefully, she'dodhee, rather than slip
into the wrong bed!

Sunday evening television offered the choice adé¢hmovies, an intellectual
book review, or a play spoken entirely in HungariAnkarate-kickboxer
epic wasn't her preferred viewing, nor was a teatwinblockbuster, and she
wasn't in the mood for a chilling thriller. Aftewgching channels several
times, she simply selected one for the sake afdtalowed her attention to
wander.

At some stage she must have dozed, for she wag @ivarstrange sense of
weightlessness, a desire to sink more comfortaltly arms that seemed
terribly familiar.

A small sigh escaped her lips, and she burroweddoerinto the curve of a
hard, muscular shoulder, then lifted her hands\tirele a male neck.

It felt so good, saright, and she murmured her appreciation. Her lips
touched against warm skin, moving involuntarilytlaesy savoured a texture
and scent her subconscious recognised—not onlgnesed, but delighted

in the discovery.

Except that she wanted more, and the tip of heguerventured out in a
tentative exploratory tasting, edging up a deepilgipg cord in search of a
mouth she instinctively knew could bestow pleasureen the barriers
between unconsciousness and awareness began ®rsdispringing a
horrifying knowledge that, although the arms thaldhrher belonged to the
right man, it was the wrong time, the wrong roomq &er dream-like state
owed nothing to the reality!



For a moment her eyes retained a warm luminescanceysing witchery,
then they clouded with pain before being hiddemvay thickly lashed veils
as she struggled to be free of him.

'Put me down!

'l was about to," Stefano drawled as he placedé®yveen fragrantly clean
sheets, and her lashes swept up to reveal intengsz.a

His touch was impersonal, yet she felt as if she wa fire, with every
separate nerve-end quivering into vibrant life,heandividual skin-cell an
ambivalent entity craving his touch.

Carly snatched the top sheet and pulled it up toche in a defensive
gesture. 'Get away from me!'

His eyes speared hers, darkly mesmeric as shedfdreeself not to look
away.

'You're as nervous as a kitten,' he drawled mugingVhy, when we've
known each other in the most intimate sense?'

Reaching out, he brushed gentle fingers down tigtheof her cheek to the
edge of her mouth, then traced the curving contotir a stray forefinger.
'What are you afraid otara?'

‘Nothing," Carly responded carefully. 'Absolutebtming at all.’

Liar, she derided silently. No matter how hard sheltsiee was unable to
still the fast-beating pulse that hummed throughveins, seducing every
nerve and fibre until she felt incredildyive.

His smile was wholly cynical, and his eyes heldesmm of mockery as they
conducted a deliberately slow appraisal of her esgive features, lingering
over-long on the visible pulsebeat at the basesothroat before travelling
up to meet her gaze.

‘Goodnight, Carly," he bade her lazily. 'Sleep well



She mutinously refused to comment, and she watelsede turned and
walked from the room. Damn him, she cursed silei@hewouldn'tsleep in
this bed, this room!

Anger fuelled her resolve, and she flung asidectheers, grabbed hold of
her robe, then retreated quietly to an empty swet by.

It held a double bed—made up in readiness, shewksed—and she slid
beneath the covers, then switched off the bedsiu |

Quite what Stefano's reaction would be when he ddwgr missing wasn't
something she gave much thought to for a while. B8ag too consumed
with numerous vengeful machinations, all desigreeckiuse him harm.

By the time she focused on what he might do, shedwifting off to sleep,
too comfortable and too tired to care.

At some stage during the night she came sharplkeaa a light snapped
on, and she blinked against its brightness, distated by her surroundings
for one brief second before realisation dawned.ebkthat by then it was
too late to do anything but straggle as hard haftdd her unceremoniously
to her feet.

The face above her own was set in frightening Jijeas clenched, mouth
compressed into a savagely thin line, and eyesads @s obsidian slate
burning with controlled anger.

"You can walk," Stefano drawled with dangerousrs&sf$. 'Or | can carry
you.' His eyes hardened with chilling intensityda@arly felt immensely
afraid. 'The choice is yours.'

He resembled a dark brooding force—lethal, she @eledged shakily,
noting a leashed quality in his stance that botietiould she dare consider
rebellion.

'l won't share the same bedroom with you,' shewedtwith a brave attempt
at defiance, and saw his eyes narrow for an indiefdre they began a
deliberately slow raking appraisal of her slim @sv



It was terrifying, for her skin flamed as if he'dtaally trailed his fingers
along the same path, and her eyes filled withdutlge. Her fingers curled
into her palms, the knuckles showing white as gs¢rained herself from
lashing out at him.

'We agreed to a reconciliation,” he reminded héh vely detachment. 'For
Ann-Marie's benefit." His dark gaze seared heex) struck at her heart. 'l
think we each realise our daughter is sufficiemtielligent to know that

happily reconciled parents don't maintain separattooms.' He knew just
how to twist the knife, and he did it without hasibn. 'Are you prepared for
the questions she'll pose?’

Carly's slim form shook with anger, and her eyez®tl with it as she held
his gaze. 'lf you so much as touch me,' she waaneshe collected her wrap
and slipped it on, 'I'll fight you all the way dovm hell.’

It took only seconds to reach the master suite pahda few more to discard
her wrap and slip into one of the two beds dommnwathe large room. With
determination she turned on to her side and cldsdeyes, uncaring
whether he followed her or not.

She heard him enter the room and the soft decssiap as the door closed,
followed by the faint rustle of clothes being disted, then the room was
plunged into darkness, and she lay still, her boéelyse, until sheer

exhaustion triumphed and she fell asleep.

Monday rapidly shaped up to be one of those daysrevMurphy's Law
prevailed, Carly decided grimly, for whatever coglal wrong did, from a
ladder in her tights to a traffic jasn routeto the city.

On reaching the office, there appeared to be littlerovement. She didn't
even manage coffee mid- morning, and lunch wasaa sandwich she sent
out for and washed down quickly with apple juicesh®e checked and
double-checked details required urgently for annemi client.



Given normal circumstances she excelled under preseegarding it as a
challenge rather than nerve-destroying, and it wiés mixed feelings that
she tidied her desk, took leave of her col-leagaied drove to collect
Ann-Marie from school.

They arrived at Stefano's elegant mansion— Carfysesl to call it
home—shortly after three to find a silver-grey BMgV¥anding in the
driveway.

'For you,' Joe Bardini informed Carly as he emerfgewh the house to greet
them. Mr Alessi had it delivered this morning.’

Had he, indeed! 'It's very nice, Joe," she accoguégtly, and she veiled her
eyes so that he wouldn't see the anger evident.

'Mr Alessi suggested you might like to take it éotest drive.'

She managed a warm smile, and indicated her bsefcathink I'll get
changed first.’

'It's really hot," Ann-Marie declared as she folkCarly indoors. 'Can we
go for a swim?'

Ten minutes later they were laughing and splastaggther in the shallow
end of the pool, and after half an hour Carly paded her daughter to
emerge on the pretext of having a cool drink.

'Look," Ann-Marie alerted her from the pool's ed@@addy's home.' The
name slid so easily, so naturally off the littld'gitongue, with no hesitation
or reservation whatsoever, and Carly felt her stdn@ench with pain.

She was suddenly supremely conscious of the sistglgd maillot, and,
although it was perfectly respectable when dry, wetung lovingly to soft
curves. Much too lovingly, she saw with dismay, swaus of the way it
hugged her breasts.

Slowly she turned to face him, a faint false smilding at the edges of her
mouth as she wound a towel around Ann-Marie's sinathe, then she



quickly reached for another, draping it over oneustier in the hope that it
would provide some sort of temporary cover.

Her action amused him, and she met his gaze witharemity,
heighteningly aware of his studied appraisal arrdblagn damning reaction.

It was difficult to keep the smile in place, buestmanaged—ijust. If she'd
been alone she would have slapped his face.

It was perhaps as well that he turned his attertbohis daughter, whose
wide, solemn eyes switched from one parent to theras she assessed his
show of affection and her mother's reaction.

Consequently Carly presented a relaxed facaddyedetiely injecting some
warmth as she enquired as to his day, and commentad early return.

'l thought we might drive out to one of the beadlbes barbecue,’ Stefano
suggested, and was immediately rewarded with AnridMaenthusiastic
response.

'‘Can we go in the new car?'
His answering smile was her reward. 'l don't seg mdt.'

There was no way Carly could demur, and with a ¥ewds and a fixed
smile she directed her daughter upstairs to shamgichange.

It was after five when Stefano drove the BMW outtleé driveway and

headed towards one of the northern beaches, wegraied chef, cooking
steak and sausages to perfection while Carly bussedelf setting out a
variety of salads, sliced a freshly baked Frenaadstick, and enjoyed a
light wine spritzer.

The air was fresh and clean, slightly tangy whii $mell of the sea. A faint
warm breeze drifted in from the ocean, teasindahgth of her hair, and she
gazed out to the horizon, seeing deep blue mertiechaar azure, aware in
that moment of a profound feeling of awe for thegmtude and greatness of
nature. There was a sense of timelessness, almastareness that life was



extremely tenuous, gifted by some powerful deityd ¢hat each day, each
hour, should be seized for the enjoyment of itaibea

Tears welled at the backs of her eyes and threadterspill. Dear God, what
would she do if anything happened to Ann-Marie? Howld she cope?

'Mummy, what's wrong?'

Carly caught her scattered thoughts together andraned a smile. 'I'm
admiring the view/ she explained, and, reachingrd®he lifted Ann- Marie
into her arms and directed her attention out dwelocean. 'Look, isn't that a
ship in the distance?"

They ate sausages tasting faintly of smoke, tesigak, and the two adults
washed it all down with a light fruity wine, thehely packed everything
back into the boot of the car and walked alongfidineshore.

Ann-Marie chattered happily, pausing every now #reh to inspect and
collect seashells, which she presented for Carlgjsection, then when she
grew tired Stefano lifted her high to sit astride $houlders, and they made
their way slowly back to the car.

A gentle breeze tugged at Carly's long cotton slad teased the length of
her hair. The sun's warmth was beginning to cotthagjiant orb sank lower
in the sky, its colour flaring brilliantly as it ahged from yellow to gold to

orange, then to a deep rose before sinking belevwtnizon. The keening

seagulls quietened, and took their last sweepigttbefore seeking shelter
for the night.

There was a sense of peace and tranquillity, almdstling of harmony
with the man walking at her side, and for a monsdv@ wondered if their
marriage could have worked... Then she dismissedtite knowledge that
there were too many 'if only's. There was ambyv.

'You take the wheel," Stefano instructed as thaglred the car, and Carly
shook her head, unwilling to familiarise herselfiwa new vehicle while he
sat in the passenger seat. 'l insist,’ he addestlguand in Ann-Marie's
presence she had little option but to accede.



It was almost nine when they arrived home, and Mamie was so tired that
she fell asleep almost as soon as her head toticbgullow.



CHAPTER FIVE

'‘CoFFeE?' Stefano queried as they descended the staieras€arly nodded
her head in silent acquiescence.

In the kitchen she filled the percolator with watselected a fresh filter,
spooned in a measure of freshly ground coffee-hethies activated the
machine before reaching for two cups and saucegsrs

'From now on, use the BMW.'

Resentment flared in his mocking command. Theretkimg wrong with
my car,' she retaliated at once. 'lt's roadwortiy reliable.’

His gaze trapped hers and she felt every singleonaher body prickle with
inexplicable foreboding. 'When was it last fully\geed?'

Too long ago, Carly admitted silently, all too aevdéinat over the past few
months all her money had gone on expensive mebliésl

"You don't like the BMW?' Stefano queried with detbee mildness, and she
summoned a false smile.

driving this year.'

His eyes narrowed fractionally, and the edges sfrhouth curved with
cynicism. 'That wasn't the reason | chose it.'

'‘No?' Her faint smile was tinged with mockery.dties, however, fit the
required image.'

'‘And what is that, Carly?' Stefano pursued withg#aaus softness.

You're a very successful man,' she returned sdigrmho has to be seen to
surround himself with the trappings of successe #ited an expressive
hand and effected an encompassing gesture. 'Thgehthe cars. Even the
women who grace a part of your life.'



His eyes locked with hers, and she suppressedtssfavery sensation at the
dark implacability evident.

"You know nothing of the women in my life.’

It was like a knife twisting deep inside her heartd she fought visibly to
contain the pain. She even managed to dredge opl@as his eyes seared
hers, dark, brooding, and infinitely hard.

Carly felt as if she couldn't breathe, and the béaer heart seemed to thud
right through her chest, fast-paced and deafemiiitg intensity. She wanted
to escape—from the room, the man, tloeise Except that she had to stay.
For a while, at least. Until Ann-Marie was fullycvered. Then...

'The coffee is ready.’

His voice intruded, and she turned blindly towatascoffee-machine. Dear
God, she doubted her ability to walk the few patesessary and calmly
pour the brew into cups, let alone drink from oBke'd probably scald her
mouth, or drop the cup. Maybe both.

' no longer feel like any,’ she managed in a vties sounded indistinct and
far removed from her own.

'‘Add a dash of brandy, and cream,’ Stefano ordstezdlily. 'It will help you
sleep.

She opened her mouth to respond, only to have hinsup with dangerous
softness, 'Don't argue.’

'I'm not arguing!’
‘Then stop wasting energy on being so stubborrtgrdened to oppose me."
"You must know how much | hate being here," shadglwith restrained

anger. She was so infuriated that it took everyceust control not to lash
out at him.



'‘Almost as much as you hate me," Stefano drawlgukitarbably as he
moved to pour the coffee, then he added brandyeeaim to both cups.

"You have no intention of making things easy for, rde you?' Carly
demanded bitterly.

His eyes assumed a chilling bleakness, his feaagssmbling into a hard,
inflexible mask. 'You're treading a mental tighiediHe lifted a hand and
caught hold of her chin, his fingers firm and faintruel. 'And I'm in no
mood to play verbal games.’

‘Then stop treating me like a fractious child.Wias a cry from within,
heartfelt, and more revealing than she intended.

‘Start behaving like a woman and I'll respond adicgyly,' he said hardly,
and flecks of fiery topaz lightened the darkneskefeyes.

'‘Close my mind and open my legs?' Rage bubblduktsurface and erupted
without thought to the consequence. 'Sorry, Stefimonot that desperate.’

For a moment she thought he meant to strike hersha was powerless to
escape him as hard hands curled round her armgudled her close.

‘This time," he ground out grimly, 'you push me ta'

He possessed sufficient strength to do her grievomally harm, yet she
stood defiant, unwilling to retract or apologise $0 much as a single word.

With slow deliberation he caught both her handstiogr, then slid one hand
beneath her head, tilting it as he impelled hewéod, then his mouth was
on hers, hard and possessively demanding.

A silent scream rose and died in her throat, aredoglgan to struggle, hating
him with all her heart as he exerted sufficientsptee to force open her
mouth, then his tongue became a pillaging destreidorce that had her
silently begging him to stop.



His stance altered, and one hand splayed downtbgegentle swell of her
bottom, pressing her close in against him so tieheat of his arousal was a
potent virile force that was impossible to ignore.

The invasion of her mouth didn't lessen, and shi¢ #bsorbed,
overwhelmedpossesselly a man who would refuse anything other than her
complete capitulation.

Something snapped inside her, swamping her witterangd a need for

retribution. She began to struggle more fiercelgnayging to free one hand,
which she balled into a fist to flail against hisck. She clenched her jaw
against the considerable force of his, and gaineunar victory when she

managed to capture his tongue with her teeth.

Not enough to inflict any damage, but sufficient dause him to still
fractionally, then he was free, but only momenyarfor he lifted her
effortlessly over one shoulder and strode fromrtizen.

'"You bastard,’ Carly hissed vehemently as she puiednieer fists against
the hard muscles of his back. Tut me down, damt' you

She fought so hard that she lost all sense oftitrgcand it wasn't until he
began to ascend the central staircase that shen hegkeel afraid. Her
struggles intensified, without success, and sewsabnds later she heard
the solid clunking sound of the bedroom door atosed behind them, then
without ceremony she was lowered down to her feet.

Defiance blazed from her expressive features asngdis hardened gaze,
and despite their compelling intensity she refuseldow down to fear. Her
mouth felt violated, her tongue sore, the delitisies grazed and swollen.
Even her throat ached, and her jaw.

'If it weren't for Ann-Marie..."' She trailed to alh too incensed to continue.

'Precisely,’ Stefano agreed succinctly. His impiccawas intentional, and
she burst into voluble speech.



'You're so damneduthless Carly accused vengefully. 'You dominate
everything,everyonel can't wait to be free of you.'

He went completely still, and she was vividly reded of a superb jungle
animal she'd viewed on a television documentarythef encapsulated
moment when every muscle in his body had tensext fwithe fatal spring

that captured and annihilated his prey. Stefan@ddgust as dangerous,
portraying the same degree of leashed violence.

"You believe our reconciliation to be temporary®'dueried in a voice that
sounded like the finest silk being torn asunder.

She drew in a deep breath, then slowly releaseVlien Ann-Marie is
completely recovered, | intend to file for divorce.

His eyes lanced hers, killing in their intensityou honestly believe I'd
allow you to attempt to take her away from me?’

'‘Dear lord in heaven!" Carly breathed shakily. 'Wimoyou think you are?
God?'

He was silent for so long that she thought he tide’an to answer, then he
drawled with deliberate softness, 'l have the powenound you through
every lawcourt in the country for whatever reasghdose to nominate.’

She felt sickened, anchw with immeasurable pain. 'Are you so bent on
revenge that you'd punish yourself as well as me?"

His eyes raked her slim frame. 'Punish? Aren'tlyeing overly fanciful?’

'‘Angelica Agnelli. | imagine she still-- She padsé&actionally, then
continued with deliberate emphasisalseswith you?'

His voice was tensile steel, and just as dangerdnsa professional
capacity—yes.'

'‘And is she still based in Perth?' Carly pursueckpentantly. 'Or has she
also moved to Sydney?"



'Sydney.’

'l see,’ she said dully, and wondered at her owpidity in querying if the
relationship between Stefano and Angelica stils&d. It hadn't ceased and
probably never would.

'Do you?' Stefano queried, and she smiled witmitdisadness, all the fight
in her suddenly gone.

'Oh, yes,' she assented weatrily. 'l was way ounypfeague right from the
beginning/

"You should have stayed and fought the battle/ blended impossibly
cynical, and- it rankled unbearably.

'l tried." Dear lord, how she'd tried. But one leatlidn't win the war, as she
had discovered to her cost. Carly tilted her head proud angle. 'Being
figuratively savaged by a female predator held pyeal. | much preferred
to retreat with dignity." Her eyes were remarkablgar. 'Besides, it's
impossible to lose what you never had.'

' willingly slid a ring on your finger, and pleddemy devotion.' His voice
held a soft drawling quality that sent shivers sting down the length of her
spine. 'Was your faith in me so lacking that theas no room for trust?'

The entire conversation had undergone a remarkalblege, and she wasn't
comfortable with its passage. 'That was a long tage,' she responded

slowly, aware of the tug at her heartstrings, ttstasy as much as the agony
of having loved him. "Your concept of marriage wigferent from mine.'

‘You're so sure of that?"
A lump rose unbidden in her throat—she doubted/b&re could surmount
it—and a great weariness settled down on to hengahoulders, making

her feel suddenly tired.

'If you don't mind, I'd like to shower and go tadde



'Enjoy your solitudegara,’ Stefano told her with soft mockery. 'l have & fe
international calls to make.' His expression wakedemaking it impossible

to detect his mood, and she watched as he walkibe woor, then he turned
towards her.

'Incidentally, I've located a reputable breeder wiilbdeliver Ann-Marie's
poodle late tomorrow afternoon.' He paused, a famte tugging his lips at
her surprise. 'A house-trained young female, blaskh impeccable
manners, who answers to Francoise. I'll see tindtdme to ensure she has a
proper introduction to Prince.’

He opened the door, then closed it quietly behimd lhefore Carly had a
chance to say so much as a word.

He was an enigma, she decided as she became cguighé maelstrom of
contrary emotions. There was a sense of unrestlostlity, an inner need
that bordered on obsession, to get beneath hisskitest the strength of his
anger.

Or his passion, her subconscious mind taunted fassty. Wasn't that what
she really wanted?

No. The silent scream rose in her throat, threatenaggpnising in its
intensity, and she gazed sightlessly around therfmo several seconds as
she attempted to focus on something—anything—wbatd rationalise her
feelings.

All she could see were the two pieces of furnithia totally dominated the
large room. Two queensize beds, each expensivaliedun delicately
muted matching colours that complemented the swetegant furnishings.

A leisurely shower would surely ease some of heot@mal tension, she
rationalised as she stripped off her outer clotiaes)nd the length of her
hair into a knot atop her head, and stepped benbattherapeutic warm

spray.

Ten minutes later she stood before the mirror ciaa towelling robe, her
hair brushed and confined into a single braid.fidatures were too pale, she



decided, and with a slight shrug she transferredyaee to the opulence of
her surroundings.

It provided an all too vivid reminder of anotheruse, in another city, and
another time. Then, she'd followed her heart, sallyoenthralled with the
man she had married that every hour apart from \was an agonising
torment.

In those days she'd behaved like a love-crazed &h@ reflected a trifle
grimly. So young, so incredibly naivachingall day for the evening hours
she could spend in his arms.

Beautiful, soul-shaking hours filled with a love-aking so incredibly
passionate that she would often wake tremblingettiought that she might
lose him and have it end.

Carly studied her reflection, seeing the subtlengea seven years had
wrought. Her eyes lacked the luminescent lusttews, and held an elusive
guality that bore evidence of a maturity gainedrfrthe responsibility of
caring emotionally and financially for herself ahdr child. Any hint of
naivete had long since departed, and there wathanant strength apparent,
an inner determination to succeed. There was a0, puried so deep
within her that she rarely allowed it to emerge.

Now she had to fight against the memories that twmentingly to the
surface, each one a separate entity jealously gddilce a rare and precious
jewel.

If she closed her eyes she could almost imaginesthaen years had never
passed, that any moment Stefano would step beh@amdahd slowly,
erotically tease her tender nape with a trail ofdiring kisses, then gently
slide the robe from her shoulders, and extend liysipal sense of touching
that had begun hours before over dinner with thiedg@romise of passion
in the depths of those dark eyes. The shared dliuiéne; a morsel of food
proffered from his plate; the deliberate lingerimger coffee and liqueurs,
almost as if they were delaying the moment wher'these leisurely to
their feet and go upstairs to bed.



Even then, they'd rarely hurried, and only oncdasbe recall him being so
swept away that he'd lost control, kissing her sitlsh savage hunger that
she'd responded in kind, evincing no protest abswftly slaked his desire.
Afterwards he'd enfolded her close in his armsy the'd made love to her
with such exquisite gentleness that she'd beenetalstill the soft flow of
silent tears.

Carly blinked, then shook her head faintly in afoefto clear away any
further treacherous recollection from the past. Yetwouldn't quite
submerge, and she gazed sightlessly into the masahe pondered what
Stefano's reaction had been when he'd discoveed It him.

Good griefl What are you? she demanded of her atefte image. A
masochist? He didn't choose to instigate a seaoctdiscover your
whereabouts, and in all probability he was pleasedbe relieved of a
neurotic young wife who warred with him over hisgliscretions.

Damn The silent curse whispered past her lips, and avijesture of disgust
she turned off the light and moved into the bedroom

There was no purpose to damaging introspectionyetmved as she slid
into bed. She was an adult, and, if he could hasigdading the night hours
lying in another bed in the same room, then soctehé.

The challenge was to fall aslebpforehe entered the bedroom, rather than
afterwards, and despite feeling tired it provedasgible to slip into a state
of somnolent oblivion.

How long she lay awake she had no idea, but it sddraurs before she
heard the faint click of the bedroom door as itaictied, followed by
another as it was quietly closed.

Every nerve-end tautened to its furthest limit Be keard the indistinct
sound of clothing being discarded, and she uncoasly held her breath as
she visualised each and every one of his movembkatsmemory of his

tightly muscled naked frame intensely vivid frone tbreadth of shoulder to
his slim waist, the whorls of dark hair on his diteat arrowed down to his
navel before feathering in a delicate line to arlggmontage at the junction



of his loins. Firm-muscled buttocks, lean hips, amdenviable length of
strong muscled legs. Beautiful smooth skin, a wsinield for the blood that
pulsed through his veins and entwined with honedateuand sinew.

It was a body she had come to know as intimateljzeasown as he had
tutored her where to touch, when to brush featigéi-Istrokes that had
made him catch his breath, and how the touch ofipgrher tongue, could
drive him almost beyond the edge of sensual sanity.

But it had been little in comparison to the resgohs was able to evoke in
her, for all her senses had leapt with fire atstightest touch, and she had
become a willing wanton in his arms, encouragingrghing he chose to

give, like a wild untamed being in the throes obeilevable ecstasy.

Abandoned, exultant-—passion's mistress.

Carly closed her eyes, tight, then slowly openedntfagain. Dear lord, she
must have been insane to imagine she could shiareottrm with him and
remain unaffected by his presence.

Was this some form of diabolical revenge he'd @éetitely chosen? Did he
really intend tosleep?

The acute awareness was still there, a hauntiragpitable ache that fired all
her senses and ate into her soul. In the past s@aes there hadn't been a
night when she didn't think of him, and many a tshe'd woken shaking at
the intensity of her dreaming, almost afraid insiafew seconds of regained
consciousness that she had somehow regressedhmtpast. Then she
would look at the empty pillow beside her and malit had all been a
relayed figment of her overstimulated imagination.

Several feet separated each bed, yet the distante ltave been a yawning
chasm ten times that magnitude. Carly heard thestlomdetectable sound
of the mattress depressing with Stefano's weigltteaslid in between the
sheets, followed by the slowly decreasing rhythmhisf breathing as it

steadied into a deep, regular beat denoting tetakation.



It seemed unbelievable that he could summon sle@asily, and a seed of
anger took root and began to germinate deep witlen feeding on
frustration, pain and a gamut of emotions too nwueto delineate.

Rational thought disappeared as her febrile bramdpred the quality of his
lovemaking, and whether it would be any differeatvnfrom what it had
been seven years ago.

In that moment she realised how much she was anérsy, and that the
essence of Stefano Alessi the maow was inevitably different from the
lover she had once known.

At some stage she must have fallen into a blissate of oblivion, for she
gradually drifted into wakefulness through varidangers of consciousness,
aware initially in those few seconds before comension dawned that
something was different. Then her lashes slowtkéired open, and she saw
why.

In sleep she had turned to lie facing the bed dppbsr own, and her eyes
widened as she encountered Stefano's steady geeknifRg on his side,
head propped in one hand, he regarded her withilingrappraisal.

Carly's first instinct was to leap out from the padd perhaps something in
her expression gave her intention away, for onki®eyebrows arched in
silent musing cynicism.

The gesture acted as a challenge, and she forceelfte remain where she
was. 'What's the time?' she asked with delibetatpmess, as if this were
just another morning in a series of mornings shkeno find herself sharing
a room.

'Early. Not long after six.' His eyes slid lazilpwin to her mouth, then
slipped lower to pause deliberately on the softllseféher breast. 'No need
to rush into starting the day.’

Carly's fingers reached automatically for the edfgthe sheet and pulled it
higher, aware of a telltale warmth tingeing herattse and her eyes instantly



sparked with fire. 'If you think I'm going to ind)d in an exchange of
pleasantries, you're mistaken!'

'Definepleasantries Stefano drawled, and she froze, her eyes wiggnio
huge pools of uncertainty in features that had salydbecome pale. There
wasn't a shred of softness in his voice, and skefiighteningly aware of
her own vulnerability in the face of his superitesgth.

‘Afraid, Carly?'

'Of a display of raging male hormones?' she managgda calmness she
was far from feeling. He looked dangerous, like laels panther
contemplating a helpless prey, and it was impossibbt to feel
apprehensive.

Her lashes flicked wide as his gaze travelled &lhse of her throat, then
his eyes captured hers with an indolent intenaity, she dredged up all her
resources in an attempt to portray some measieasef.

'Is that all you imagine it will be?' he querietkiy.

'Sex simply to satisfy a base animal need?"

'‘Cynicism doesn't suit you,' he said in a voice tinas deadly soft.

'I've learnt to survive,' she returned with inndignity, 'Without benefit of
anyone other than myself.'

Stefano looked at her for what seemed an ageales dark and inscrutable.
‘Until now.’

'Payback time, Stefano?' She forced herself toydtud, noting the almost

indecently broad shoulders, the firm, sculptureatudees that embodied an
inherent strength of will. 'Are you implying | shduwslip into your bed and

allow you to score the first instalment?"



'With you playing the role of reluctant martyr?' Haused, and his voice
hardened slightly. 'l think not, my little cat. ot feel inclined to give you
that satisfaction.’

Her stomach lurched, then appeared to settle.dtomdy a game, a by-play
of words designed to attack her composure. Weal yabuld prove she was a
worthy opponent.

'What a relief to know | don't have to fake it,edbld him sweetly. 'Is there
anything else you'd like to discuss before | hit shower?'

There was lurking humour evident in those dark egesl a measure of
respect. 'Last week | extended an invitation torfésaand his wife to dine
here this evening. They flew in from the Statedgrmesy.’

The thought of having to act the part of gracioastéss in his home, while
appearing capable and serene, was a hurdle shé& s@enshe was ready to
surmount—yet. However, Charles Winslow the Thirdswa valued
colleague, who, the last time she'd dined in hes@nce, had been in the
throes of divorcing one wife in favour of weddingpgher.

'What time had you planned for them to arrive?' gheried cautiously,
unwilling to commit herself.

'Eight. Sylvana will prepare and serve the meal.’'

She had to ask. 'Are they the only guests?’

'‘Charles's daughter, Georgeanne.'

Seven years ago Georgeanne had been a precoctmagée. Time could
only have turned her into a stunning beauty. 'Aapttonquest, Stefano?’

she queried with musing mockery.

'l don't consciously set out to charm every fenm@eme into contact with,'
he drawled, and she gave a soundless laugh.

"You don't have to. Your potent brand of sexuaheiséry does it for you.'



'‘An admission, Carly?'

‘A statement from one who has sampled a dose @iagped unscathed,’ she
corrected gravely, and glimpsed the faint edgeuofibur curve his generous
mouth.

'‘And tonight?"

She looked at him carefully. ‘What if | refuse?'

'Out of sheer perversity, or a disinclination tocrand mingle socially?’

'Oh, both' she disclaimed drily. 'l just love the idea @firfg a subject of
conjecture and gossip.'

'‘Charles is a very good friend of long standintgf& o reminded her.

'In that case, I'll endeavour to shine as yourdssst Carly conceded. 'What
of myfriends?' she pursued.

'Sarah?'

'Yes." And James. She would mention it when shen@tioSarah this
afternoon.

'Feel free to issue an invitation whenever you gge€a

Stefano watched with indolent amusement as shdrsha the bed, slipped
her arms into a towelling wrap, then escaped tatheiningen suite.

Breakfast was a shared meal eaten out on the ¢gra#ter which Stefano
withdrew upstairs only to re-emerge ten minutesrjaimmaculately attired
in a dark business suit.

He looked every inch the directorial businessmaat the was, and
arrestingly physical in a way that set Carly's puiscing in an accelerated
beat. She watched with detached interest as hseda® the table and
brushed gentle fingers to Ann-Marie's cheek.



Somehow she managed to force her features intmaisg smile when his
gaze assumed musing indolence as it rested ondiatermouth.

'‘Bye. Don't work too hard.' The words sounded lgyhd faintly teasing, but
there was nothing light in the glance she spared beneath dark-fringed
lashes.

Minutes later there was the muted sound of a cginenas the Mercedes
traversed the long curving driveway.

Ann-Marie's appointment with the neurosurgeon wasra and afterwards
Carly drove homer' in a state of suspended shoska@asttempted to absorb
Ann-Marie's proposed admission into hospital thBovang day, with
surgery scheduled for late Wednesday afternoon.

So soon, she agonised, in no doubt that Stefano's infludmeé added
sufficient weight to the surgeon's decision to apervithout delay.

It was impossible not to suffer through an entmengt of emotions, not the
least of which was very real fear. Even the neungeon's assurance that
the success-rate for such operations was high idid to alleviate her
anxiety.

Stefano arrived home shortly after four, and halfhaur later the breeder
delivered Frangoise—a small, intelligent bundlélaick curls who proved
to be love on four legs.

The delightful pup took an instant liking to thelking Prince, who in turn
was initially tolerant, then displayed an amusingtaore of bewitchment
and bewilderment as Frangoise divided her atterdggumally between him
and her new mistress.

There was a new kennel, an inside sleeping-boxrs|ea collar, a few soft
toys, and feeding bowls.

Ann-Marie looked as if she'd been given the waalalj Carly experienced
reluctant gratitude for Stefano's timing.



‘Thank you,' she said quietly as they emerged trem daughter's bedroom,
having settled an ecstatically happy little girsteep. Francoise was equally
settled in her sleeping-box beside Ann- Marie's bed

His smile was warm, genuine, she perceived withghtsstart of surprise,
for there was no evidence of his usual mockery.

'She has waited long enough to enjoy the compamynofich wanted pet.’

Carly felt a pang of remorse for the years spemindi in rented
accommodation which had excluded the ownershipnohals. It seemed
another peg in the victory stakes for Stefano—ansilcomparison of
provision. His against hers.

'We have fifteen minutes before Charles is duerise' Stefano intimated
as they reached their suite. 'Can you be readyniet

She was, with a few seconds to spare, lookingdittein a slim-fitting
dress in vivid tones of peacock-green and -blue.lae was confined in a
simple knot, her make-up understated with practseghasis on her eyes...
Eyes which met his and held them unflinchingly las preceded him from
the room.



CHAPTER SIX

CHARLES WINSLOW THE THIRD was a friendly, gregarious gentleman whose
daughter was of a similar age to his second wife.

If appearances were anything to go by, each yowrgam had worked hard
to outdo the other in the fashion stakes, for emole a designer label that
resembled creations by Dior and Ungaro.

Carly felt her own dress paled by comparison, fttraaigh the classic style
was elegant it was hardly new.

Within seconds of entering the lounge Charles toak of Carly's hand and
raised it, Southern- style, to his lips.

'I'm delighted the two of you are together agdi'intoned solemnly.
"You're too beautiful to remain unattached, anda®tewas a fool to let you
escape.’

Carly caught Stefano's faintly lifted eyebrow anaswinable to prevent the
slight quiver at the edge of her mouth. Withouhking an eyelid, she sent
Charles her most dazzling smile. 'Charles,’ shetgdewith equal solemnity.
"You haven't changed.’

His faintly wolfish smile was no mean complemenhis sparkling brown
eyes. 'My wife tells me | become more irasciblehw#ivery year, and
Georgeanne only tags along because | pay her bills.

'Ignore him," Kathy-Lee advised with a light smile.
'Stefano,’ Georgeanne purred, offering Carly apshasessing glance before
focusing her attention on her father's businesscasg. 'lt's wonderful to

see you again.’

'‘Wonderful' was a pretty fine superlative to ddserCharles's daughter,
Carly mused, for the young woman was all grown rogh pure feline.



Kathy-Lee, at least, opted to observe the convestand set out to charm
superficially while choosing to ignore the machioas of her stepdaughter.
Which, Carly noted circumspectly, grew more bolthvavery passing hour.
Perhaps it was merely a game, she perceived asldiseyely dispensed
with one delectable course after another.

Whatever the reason, Carly refused to rise to @ig bnd instead drew
Charles into a lengthy and highly technical disseuon the intricacies of
computer programming. As he owed much of his fartua creating
specialised programs, his knowledge was unequalled.

Stefano, to give him his due, did nothing to enager Georgeanne's
attention, but Carly detected an implied intimabgtthurt unbearably. It
clouded her beautiful eyes, leaving them faintlpgee,” and, although her
smile flashed with necessary brilliance throughthwgt evening, her hands
betrayed their nervousness on one occasion, imguBtefano’'s narrowed
glance as she swiftly averted spilling the contertser wine glass.

Carly told herself she couldn't care less about hasband's past
indiscretions, but deep within her resentment fla@nd mingled with a
certain degree of pain.

Outwardly, Stefano was the perfect host, his atiariaultless, and only she
knew that the implied intimacy of his smile merelgpicted a contrived
image for the benefit of their guests.

It was almost eleven when Charles indicated thet thust leave.

'It's so early," Georgeanne protested with a paatyt. 'l thought we might
go on to a nightclub.’

'Honey,' Charles chided with a slow sloping smidobe directing Carly a
wicked wink, 'l have no doubt Stefano and Carlyéhavdifferent kind of
socialising in mind.'

His daughter effected a faint moue, then sent Btedduscious smile. 'Don't
be crude, Daddy. I'm sure Stefano has the staroimaoth.’



Charles gave Kathy-Lee the sort of look that maddyG toes curl before
switching his attention to his daughter. 'It's ootest, darlin’,’ he drawled.

Georgeanne evinced her disappointment, then effeztéght shrugging
gesture. 'lIf you say so." She moved a step clasSteéfano and placed
scarlet-tipped nails against his jacket-encased '&iao, cara’ She reached
up and brushed her lips against his cheek—onlyuseche turned his head
and she missed his mouth. Her smile was pure odalluand there was a
faint malicious gleam as she turned towards CdaMypu look—tired,
sweetie.'

Without blinking, Carly met the other girl's sultsyare, and issued softly,
‘Stefano doesn't allow me much time to sleep.’

Charles's eyes danced with ill-concealed humouve'® up, Georgeanne.'
With old-fashioned charm he took told of Carly'sntiaand squeezed it
gently. "You must be our guests for dinner befoeefly back to the States.’

Carly simply smiled, and walked at Stefano's sidiiné foyer. Minutes later
Charles, Kathy-Lee and Georgeanne were seatedein liived car, and

almost as soon as the rear lights disappearedghrie gates Carly moved
upstairs to check on Ann-Marie and Fran8oise.

A tiny black head lifted from the sleeping-box emard her solemnly, then
nestled back against the blanket.

'll take her outside for a few minutes, then sheuld be all right until
morning.’'

Carly turned slowly at the sound of Stefano's voarel she nodded in silent
acquiescence. Ann- Marie was lost in sleep, hetufea relaxed and
cherubic in the dull reflected glow of her nigtgHt, the covers in place, and
her favourite doll and teddy bear vying for affeation either side of her
small frame.

Carly felt the sudden prick of tears, and blinkeapldly to dispel them. Her
daughter was so small, so dependent—so damnedrablae



She was hardly aware of Stefano's return, anadk tmly seconds to settle
the poodle comfortably among its blankets.

Once inside their own suite, Carly stepped direittitpugh to the bathroom
and removed her make-up with slightly shaking frsgéler nerves felt as if
they were shredding into a thousand pieces, andestied a second attempt
at replacing the lid on the jar of cleanser.

When she re-entered the bedroom Stefano was pragpedbed, stroking
notes into a leather- bound book, and her stomeebuted a series of' flips
at his breadth of shoulder, the hard-muscled chikstits liberal whorls of

dark hair tapering down to a firm waist.

The pale-coloured sheet merely highlighted the nahtlive colour of his
skin, and as if sensing her appraisal he lookednapbpinned her gaze, only
to chuckle softly as she quickly averted her eyes.

'Shy, Carly?' he drawled, and she hated the flootfof pink that warmed
her cheeks as she moved towards her bed.

He possessed all the attributes of a superb juagimal, resplendent,
resting, yet totally focused on his prey.

An arrow of pain arched up from the centre of haing in the knowledge
that seven years ago she would have laughed withtantalisingly slid the
nightgown from her shoulders—if she'd even optedwvear one—and
walked towards him, sure of his waiting arms, thpture that would take
them far into the night.

Now, she fingered the decorative frill on the pilip, and made a play of
plumping the pillow, feeling oddly reluctant to gkinto bed, yet longing for
the relaxing effect of several hours' sleep.

'How delightful,cara,' Stefano teased mercilessly. 'You can still blush
Carly lifted her head and her eyes sparked widgnlatire. 'If you wanted a

playmate for the evening, you should have gone talighbbing with
Georgeanne.'



One eyebrow slanted in silent mockery. 'Why— whéave my very own
playmate at home?'

Anger mingled with the fire, and produced a golflecked flame within
the brilliant darkness of her gaze. 'Because Itdike’ playing games, and |
particularly don't want to play them wiylou!"

‘Georgeanne is--'

'l know perfectly well what Georgeanne is!" sheteenquietly, hating his
level gaze. She was angry, without any clear readon

'—the daughter of a very good friend of mine," batmued as if she hadn't
spoken, 'who delights in practising her femininetcthvery." His eyes
hardened fractionally. 'Charles should have distgol her precociousness
at a young age.'

'‘Oh—fiddlesticks," Carly responded, unwilling to agree with him.
'‘Georgeanne suffers from acute boredom, and vieystiractive man as a
contest. If he's married, that presents even mioaecballenge.’

Stefano's eyes speared hers, and his expressiomess lazy indolence.
‘Jealouscara?'

'Stop calling me that!'

"You're expending so much nervous energy,’ he @édwihperturbably.
"You'll never be able to relax sufficiently to gi€e

Without thinking she picked up the pillow and thrgvat him, then gasped
as he fielded it with one hand and moved with inghg speed to trap her
before she had the chance to move. She wrenchedrhen an effort to be
free of him, then she cried out as he tightenedjfigsand pulled her down
on to the bed.

There wasn't a chance she could escape, yetdaikscent was impossible,
and she flailed at him with her free arm, then gezhwith despair as he
caught it and held her immobile.



His mouth was inches above her own, and she jokelbat him, unable to
focus her gaze on anything except his strong, bbikdéeatures and the
darkness of his eyes.

Time became suspended as she lay still, mesmdnigélde look of him,
imprisoned in a spellbinding thrall of all her sessThis close, the warmth
of his breath skimmed her mouth, and she couldlghefaint musky tones
of his aftershave, the clean body smell emanatiog this skin, and the
essential maleness that was his alone. An answesaeness unfurled
deep within her, flaring into vibrant life as itwused through her body with
the intensity of flame.

She could see the knowledge of it reflected in éyes, the waiting
expectancy evident as every cell, every nerve-éndefed into a sexual
bloom so vivid, so hauntingly warm that she caugsfaint intake of breath
an instant before his head slowly lowered to claenmouth in a teasingly
gentle kiss that was so incredibly evocative tlmt was powerless to still
the faint prick of tears.

His lips trailed to the sensitive cord at the edfider neck, nuzzling the
sweet hollows, before continuing a slow descera highly sensitised nub
peaking at her breast.

The anticipation was almost more than she could, lzeal she murmured
indistinctly, craving the exquisite pleasure of tosich, exulting when he
took the tender peak into his mouth and beganrtgatswith the edge of his
teeth.

A deep shooting pain arrowed through her body, sr&slid her hands up
over his shoulders in a tactile voyage of discowerijl her fingers reached
the dark curling hair at his nape.

An ache began at the junction of her thighs, amdesbhed her body against
his in unbidden invitation, then she gave a plesdersigh as his fingers slid
to caress the aroused orifice to a peak of exguiédasure, his movements
deftly skilled, until nothing less than total possien was enough.



She became mindless, caught in the thrall of aigas® intense that she
began to beg, pleading with him in wanton abandamtjl with sure
movements he plunged deep inside, stilling as sispeyl at his level of
penetration.

Then slowly he began to withdraw, only to repeatittitial thrust again and
again, increasing in rapidity until her body caugbtd of his rhythm and

then paced it in unison until the momentum tipgeeht both over the edge
into an explosion of ecstasy so tumultuous that bBhgan to shake
uncontrollably as the tremors radiated through Ibedy, incandescent,
shattering, primitive, the most primal of all thenaions, subsiding

gradually to assume a piercing sweetness thatdtaih her long after he

curled her close in against him and his breathiegdsed with her own into

the slow, measured pattern of sleep.

* % %

Carly retained very little memory of the ensuing f@ays, for one seemed to
run into the other as she spent all her waking fiatithe hospital.

'l want to stay with her," she said quietly to t&ter on duty shortly after
Ann-Marie was admitted.

'My dear, | understand your concern, but we've ébailyoung child tends to
become distraught if the mother rooms in with thédc It really is much

more practical if you visit frequently for shortrpegds. Quality time is much
better than quantity. Besides,' she continued lyrisk allows the medical
staff to do their job more efficiently.’

It made sense, but it didn't aid Carly's naturadietly, for she had hardly
slept the night prior to Ann-Marie's surgery, andswa nervous wreck all
through the following day, choosing to sit in stlengil well into the
evening, despite being advised to go home and rest.

Stefano came and fetched her, his voice quiethgterist, and she was too
mentally and emotionally exhausted to give mora théaoken protest as he
led her out to the car. At home he heated milk edda strong measure of
brandy, and made sure she drank it all.



One day seemed to run into another without Carlyingaany clear
recollection of each, for Ann-Marie was her enfweus from the time of
waking until she fell weatrily into bed at night.

From Intensive Care, Ann-Marie was released insoite of her own, and
designated a model patient as she began the stbviqeeards recuperation.

Carly, however, became increasingly tense, foretheere still tests to be
run, and by the fifth evening she was powerleggéwent the silent flow of
tears long after she'd crept into bed.

Reaction, she decided wearily, to all the tensidmwe anxiety, and
insufficient sleep. Yet she couldn't stop, and rafée while she slid
soundlessly to her feet, gathered up a wrap andedadilently down the
hall.

Ann-Marie's bedroom door was closed, and she opdndder breath
catching as she saw the night- light burning anal bwght button eyes as
Francoise lifted her head to examine the intruder.

A lump rose in her throat as she crossed to tlepsig-box and scooped the
curly-haired black bundle into her arms.

The poodle's nose was cool and damp, and Carlyduliger close. A small,
wet pink tongue emerged to lick her cheek, therabeg lap in earnest at the
taste of salty tears. After several long minutesrsistored the poodle into its
sleeping-box, then slowly crossed to the window.

The curtains were closed, and she opened themoinadly/, looking out at
the moonlit grounds in detached contemplation.

The small shrubs appeared large with their loomsigadows, and
everything seemed so still, almost lifeless. Pioks of electric light
glittered across the harbour, merging with splasbedlashing neon
advertisements gracing several city buildings. Bghhit resembled a
tracery of fairy- lights, remote, yet symbolisingfigity and pulsing life.



She had no idea how long she remained motionlessthere was no
awareness of the passage of time, just a slidentrtwspection that took her
back over six years to the day her daughter was, laod the joy, the tears
and the laughter that had followed through a fewidbbod ilinesses, the
guilt of having to leave her in child care whileeskorked, Ann-Marie's first
day at kindergarten, her first visit to the zood dhe day she had started
school. She was a quiet, obedient child, but withirzd of her own.

'‘Unable to sleep?' The query was quietly voiced, @arly turned slowly to
face the man standing in the aperture.

For an age she just looked at him, her eyes lard@iablinking in a face that
was pale and shadowed, then she turned back tsceme beyond the
window. 'l wish it was all over and she was homsbég managed in an
emotion-charged voice, and felt rather than heardrhove to stand behind
her.

'Likewise," Stefano muttered in agreement.

No power on earth could speed up time, and shedlbsr eyes in an effort
to gain some measure of inner strength. She hid strong, shbadto be,
she resolved silently.

Hard, muscular arms slid around her waist from fehand pulled her
gently back against a solid male frame.

For a moment she resisted, stiffening slightlyntebe became prey to the
protective shelter he offered, and she relaxedwallg his strength to flow
through her body.

It was like coming home, and the sadness of whatdhonce shared, then
lost, overwhelmed her. She closed her eyes tiglgtynst the threat of tears,
feeling them burn as she fought for control.

For all of a minute she managed to keep them atthay they squeezed
through to spill in warm rivulets down each cheeltal one after the other
from her chin.



Firm hands slid up to her shoulders and turnediriterhis embrace, one
hand slipping through the thickness of her hairatkie other slid to anchor
the base of her spine.

It felt so good, so right, seafe and after a long time she slid her hands
round his waist, linking them together behind haslk

The strong, measured beat of his heart soundedbigaidst her ear, and she
rested against him for a long time, drawing comfostn his large frame,
until at last she stirred and began to pull fregiof.

Without a word he loosened his hold, and, sliping arm about her waist,
he led her back to their suite. Both beds boreesnad of their occupation,
and she viewed each, feeling strangely loath teeldhe sanctuary of his
embrace, yet to go tacitly to his bed would rexaalnspoken willingness
for something she was as yet unprepared to give.

For what seemed an age he stood in silence, wattihénexpressive play of
emotions chase across her features, then he leavdrtl and brushed his
lips against her cheek, trailing gently up to lenple before tracing slowly
down to the edge of her mouth.

It was an evocative caress, his lips gently tradieg own with such a
heightened degree of sensitivity, it was almosteariban she could bear.

It would be so easy to allow him to continue, tlolw a conflagrating path
to total possession and its resultant euphoriaephat it would only be a
merging born out of sexual desire, not the meatingvo minds, two souls,
the sharing of something so beautiful, so exquitii@ the senses coalesced
and became one.

She went still, lowering her hands slowly down &r Bide, and Stefano
lifted his head slightly, viewing the soft mouthetfaint smudges beneath
her shimmering eyes, and his expression becamehfugtintent, as she

sought to swallow the sudden lump that had risdreirthroat.



Carly wanted to cry out, yet no sound emerged, siredwilled herself to
breathe slowly, evenly, as he drew her down onigdokd and pulled her
gently into the circle of his arms.

His quietly voiced, 'Sleep easgara' sent goose-bumps scudding in
numerous directions to places they had no righbtade. She lay there,

unable to make so much as a sound, and within esraite became aware of
the steady pattern of his breathing. Then slowly bhgan to relax, and

gradually sheer emotional exhaustion provided aceovek escape into

somnolence.



CHAPTER SEVEN

ANN-MARIE continued to improve with each passing day, amuetlwas
immense relief at the week's end to receive thaorsurgeon's voiced
confidence of a complete recovery. It balanced gsheck of seeing the
bandages removed for the first time, and evidemeevivid surgical scar.

Carly was so elated on leaving the hospital thatdgtided against phoning
Stefano, and opted to tell him the news in pergoonsequently it was
almost four when she entered the towering moddynbbock and rode the
lift to Reception.

There was a sense dkja vuon stepping into the luxuriously furnished
foyer, although this time there was the advantageneeding no
introduction. Carly entertained little doubt thatexpurgated version of her
previous visit had filtered through the office geame, and she kept her
eyes steady with a friendly smile pinned in plasettee receptionist rang
through to Stefano's personal secretary.

Renate appeared almost immediately, her featureeokal to express
warmth and a degree of apologetic charm. 'Stefamo ¢conference with a
colleague,’ she enlightened Carly as she usheradtbéhis private lounge.
'I've let him know you're here, and he said helMdth you in a matter of
minutes." The smile deepened. 'Can | get you akdriGoffee? Tea?
Something cool?'

'I'd like to use the rest-room first, if | may?' yareturned the woman's
smile with one of her own. 'And something cool wbbk great.’

As she was about to re-enter the lounge severaltesnater a door opened
several feet in front of her to reveal a tall,adtive brunette whose stunning
features were permanently etched in Carly's mind.

Recognition was instantaneous, and Carly's whotty lveent cold as she
watched Angelica Agnelli turn back to the man immgzly behind her and
bestow on him a lingering kiss.



Carly felt as if the scene was momentarily frozerher brain, like the
delayed shutter of a camera, then the figures bégamove, and she
watched as Stefano stood back a pace and let his Hall from Angelica's
shoulders.

His expression held warm affection, and stabbe@aty's heart. At the
same moment he lifted his head, and Carly watch#dansort of detached
fascination as they each became aware of her presen

It was rather like viewing a play, she decidedresglimpsed the darkness in
Stefano's eyes an instant before he masked istamd/as prepared to go on
record that the dismay evident in Angelica's exgioeswas deliberate, for

the faint smile of contrition failed to reach hees.

'Carly," Angelica greeted her with apparent warnfbefano told me you
were back.' Her expression pooled into one of apgaconcern. 'How is
your daughter?'

The faint emphasis on 'your' wasn't missed, andy@aarshalled innate
dignity as a weapon in her mythical arsenal. 'Anariilis fine, thank you,'
she responded steadily. Her eyes lifted to medasiés slightly narrowed
gaze, and she summoned a deliberately sweet dReleate is fetching me a
cool drink. I'll wait in the lounge while you seengelica out." She placed
imperceptible stress on the last word, then softéneith a studied smile as
she turned towards the beautifully attired young man whose
haute-coutureclothes hugged a perfect figure. 'Goodbye, Angelim sure
we'll run into each other again.' Not if | see yoat, she added silently as
she turned into the private lounge.

With extreme care Carly closed the door behind them crossed towards
the bar where an iced pitcher of orange juice sheside a tall frosted glass.

Pouring herself a generous measure, she sippedabttractly and told
herself she felt no pain. Dammit, she swore sofflpere had to be
subversive psychic elements at play somewheresimitinity, for each time
she entered Stefano's private lounge she was ntousohding rage.



However thistime she'd be calm. Another voluble, visible dagpdf temper
would have the staff labelling her a shrew. Yet deéed even the most
placid woman not to be driven to anger when shefaged with evidence of
her husband'affaire de coeur.

It was five minutes before Stefano joined her, sinel turned quietly to face
him as he entered the room. His expression wasutadie, his eyes faintly
hooded, and he made no attempt at any explanation.

He looked the epitome of a successful businesshigthree-piece suit dark
and impeccably tailored, the pale blue shirt maddé® finest silk, and his
shoes hand-stitched imported leather.

She was reminded of the saying that 'clothes mhdenman'. Yet her
indomitable husband could have worn torn cut-ofine and a sweatshirt,
and he'd still manage to project a devastatinguiality that had little to do
with the physical look of him.

If his relationship with Angelica Agnelli continued extend beyond that of
friends, then anything Carly said would only fuer lown anger and lead
inevitably to another confrontation.

Besides, she was twenty-seven, and no longer ikie,rteusting young girl
who had believed in one true love. Reality was khewledge that love
didn't conquer all, nor did it always last forever.

'How was Ann-Matrie this afternoon?’

Carly met his dark gaze with equanimity. 'Improvirghe informed him
steadily. "The specialist is confident she'll malell recovery.’

His features relaxed into an expression of immeealsef. Grazie a Dio,'he
breathed with immense gratitude.

'‘Obviously it would have been better if I'd phomeith the news.’

One eyebrow slanted above a pair of eyes that leadnbe strangely
watchful. 'Whyobviously?'



'‘Business, pleasure and personal affairs are ampatible mix," she hinted
with unaccustomed cynicism, and saw his eyes narrow

'‘Angelica--'

'Don't even consider proffering the rather hackdegeplanation that she's
merely an associate.' She lifted her chin, ancéies were remarkably clear
as they held his. 'I've heard it all before.’

'‘Angelica is a valued family friend," he continueith hard inflexibility, and
the gold flecks in her eyes flared with brillianptz as she refused to be
intimidated in any way.

' Valuedis a very tame description, Stefano,' Carly redpdn wondering
what devilish imp was pushing her in a directioe'dlsworn not to tread.

'Perhaps you'd care to offer a more lucid altevedtine drawled with
dangerous silkiness, and she was powerless to riréve surge of anger
coursing through her body.

'She wants you,' she declared with quiet convicti®he always has. For a
while | stood in her way. Now that I'm back..." Shaled off deliberately,
then effected a slight shrug. 'If she can hurt metenally, she will." The
need to be free of him was paramount, and shedumkeave, only to have
a detaining hand catch hold of her arm and pulbaek to face him.

Any escape could only be temporary. It was ther&iseyes, the latent
anger a silent threat should she continue to thinart

'‘Let me go.' The words left her throat as his heagered, and she turned
slightly so that his lips grazed her cheek. Them alied out as he slid his
fingers through the thickness of her hair, andnhdgith captured hers in a
kiss that was nothing less than a total possesdibar senses.

A muffled groan of entreaty choked in her throathasbrought her even
closer against his hard, muscular frame, and wilesimhlly lifted his head
she stood quite still, bearing his silent scrutimgil every nerve stretched to
its furthest limit.



His hands slid with seductive slowness to her wals¢én cradled her
ribcage, the pads of each thumb beginning an eivecatrcle over the
hardening peaks of her breasts in a movement thaintensely erotic.

She had to stop himow; before she lost the will to move away. 'Sex @ th
office, Stefano? Whatever will Renate think?' shented softly. 'Or maybe
she's accustomed to her boss's... discreet dinsfio

His eyes narrowed, and a muscle hardened at thee @&dgs jaw. 'Watch
your foolish tongue.'

Carly laughed, a soft mocking sound that was théhasis of anything
related to humour. Gathering courage, she addetl wiaccustomed
cynicism, 'l imagine many women shared your taklevall as your bed in
the last seven years.'

His eyes stilled for a second, then assumed a brgadockery. 'You want
me to supply a lisgara?'

For one heart-stopping moment she looked strickée. thought of that
long, superbly muscled body giving even one oth@mnan the sort of sexual
pleasure he gave her was sickening. To considee tied probably been
severalmade her feel positively ill. Suddenly she'd hadwgh, and was in
dire need of some breathing space—preferably asafeay from her

inimical husband as possible.

If she didn't leave soon, the ache behind her egesd result in silent futile
tears, and without a further word she turned aftdHe room.

Within minutes of reaching home she crossed topthene and dialled
Sarah's number. At the sound of her friend's vele clutched hold of the
receiver and sank down into a nearby chair forray loonversation that
encompassed an exchange of news as well as prg\adink to normality.

"You must bring James to dinner," Carly insisteash exclaimed at the
time. 'I'll check with Stefano and give you a call.



'Lovely,' the other girl declared with enthusiad@ive Ann-Marie a big hug
from me, and tell her I'll visit tomorrow.'

Dinner was a strained meal, for Carly found itidiift to contribute much
by way of conversation that didn't come out sougdharribly banal. In the
end, she simply gave up, and pushed her food arthmdlate before
discarding her cutlery to sip iced water from hlasg.

Stefano, damn him, didn't appear a whit disturlaed, he did justice to the
dishes Sylvana provided before finishing with freglpes, biscuits and
cheese.

Carly sat in silence during the drive to hospitadwilling to offer so much
as a word in case it ended in a slanging match—eosav

There was such a wealth of resentment at havingessied the touching
little departure scene between Angelica and Stethab afternoon—and
unabating anger. It almost eclipsed the joy of esging Ann-Marie's
pleasure in their visit, and the expressive smitenvStefano presented her
with yet another gift.

'I'm getting spoilt,’” Ann-Marie concluded, huggitige beautifully dressed
doll close to her small chest, and her eyes gleantezh her father leaned
down to brush his lips against her cheek. "Thank {paddy.'

The words held such poignancy that Carly had takidftst against the threat
of tears.

'My pleasurepiccina.'

'What's gpiccina?'

'A special endearment for a special little girg'responded gently.

It was almost eight when the Mercedes pulled ihtodriveway leading to

Stefano's elegant home, and once indoors Carly madeay through to the
kitchen.



'‘Coffee?' It was a perfunctory query that incuréxdnarrowed gaze.

'Please.’

Her movements were automatic as she filled theotestiar, selected a fresh
filter, then spooned in a blend of ground coffeafs

"Would you prefer yours here, or in the lounge?’
‘The lounge.'

Damn, that meant she'd have to share it with hegnhjfyshe opted out he'd
only be amused, and she refused to give him tlsfaetion.

Five minutes later she placed cups and saucerar and milk on to a tray
and carried it through to the informal lounge. Rigdis within easy reach,
she selected a chair several feet distant fromevhermwas seated.

'We've been invited out to dinner tomorrow eveniggfano informed her
with indolent ease as he spooned in sugar anddtine thick black liquid in

his cup. 'Charles Winslow will be there with Kathge.' His eyes seared
hers, darkly analytical in a manner that raisechall fine body hairs in a
gesture of self-defence.

'‘And Georgeanne?' She arched a brow in deliberageyq'l'm not sure |
want to go.' The thought of standing at his sidesteveral hours playing a
part didn't figure very high in her order of pretst entertainment.

'Most of the men present will have their wives artpers in attendance,’ he
drawled, and she said sweetly, 'Why not invite Aicg® I'm sure she'd
delight in the opportunity. Then you could have twomen vying for your
attention.’

One eyebrow slanted in quizzical mockery, althoagithing approaching
humour was sadly lacking in his expression. dfiare that remark.’

A crazy imp prompted her to query, 'Good heavers? It's nothing less
than the truth.'



His expression didn't alter. 'Watch your unwarygio® mi moglie' he
cautioned in a deadly soft voice.

'Don't threaten me,’ she responded swiftly, feetimg deep-rooted anger
begin to surge to the surface.

'Warn," he amended with quiet emphasis.

‘There's a difference?’

His eyes lanced hers, silent and deadly in théanin 'Give it up, Carly.’
'‘And concede defeat?"

'If you want to fight," Stefano drawled with danges silkiness, 'I'm willing
to oblige." He paused deliberately, then contintiedubt you'll enjoy the
consequences.'

A shaft of exquisite pain arrowed through her badthough defiance was
responsible for the angry tilt of her chin as sheated, 'l seem to remember
you preferred your women warm and willing.'

'What makes you think you won't ligra?' Stefano drawled, his expression
veiled as pain clouded her beautiful eyes, renddnar features hauntingly
vulnerable for a few heart-stopping seconds befloeemask slipped into

place.

She was treading dangerous waters, yet she wasdeased to desist. 'Did
it never occur to you that my taste in men may hahanged?'

'Have there been that many?' His voice soundedfitiety tempered steel
grazing satin, and she had the incredible desishtak.

'Oh—several!’

Something leapt in the depth of his eyes, and sirged to cry out a denial,
yet the words remained locked in her throat.



What on earth was the matter with her in tauntimg?hPlaying any kind of
game with a man of Stefano's calibre was akin ¢olgng a sleeping jungle
animal.

'l had a life during the past seven years, Stefahe,flung, more angry than
she'd care to admit. 'Didn't you?"

'Do you really want to pursue this topic?"
'Why?'

'‘Because it will have only one ending,' he warndith imcredible silkiness,
although his eyes were hard and obdurate, and toeitd be no doubt as to
his meaning.

'Go to hell," she whispered, hating him more at gracise moment than
she'd thought it possible to hate anyone.

The need to get away from him was paramount, andanng of his
reaction, she turned and walked out of the room0bthe house, moving
with a quick measured pace along the drivewayécethctronically locked
steel gates.

For the first time she damned Stefano's securigsmes as logic and sanity
temporarily vanished in the face of a fierce, umgpanger.

The house, the grounds, were like an impenetraisteess, necessary in
today's age among the exceedingly wealthy in adjgrotect themselves,
their family and their possessions.

She could return indoors, collect her keys anchfeessary remote module
to release the main gates, but even in anger mrfficommon sense exerted
itself to warn silently against walking the suburlsireets alone after dark.
And if she took her car, where would she go? It twadate for visiting, and
Sarah, if she wasn't working, would probably bewith James.

Carly turned back towards the house and slowlacetl her steps. The air
was warm, with the faintest breeze teasing a feay<endrils of her hair,



and she lifted her face slightly, looking deep itite indigo sky with its
nebulous moon and sprinkling of stars.

Drawing in a deep breath, she released it slowlystiange restlessness
besieged her, and she felt the need for some foemaycise to help expel
her pent-up emotions.

There was a pool in the rear of the grounds, aedirs$tinctively took the
path that skirted the southern side of the house.

Reflected light from several electric lamps stradally placed in the
adjacent rockery garden lent the pool a shimmetragslucence, and,
without giving too much thought to her actions, I€atripped off her outer
clothes and executed a neat dive into the po@ar clepths. Within seconds
she was cleaving clean strokes through the coarvsilently counting as
she completed each length. After twenty-five stste for a few minutes,
clearing the excess water from her face, her hair.

'Had enough?'

Carly lifted her head and looked at the tall figst@nding close to the pool's
edge. In the subdued light he loomed large, hight@ind breadth magnified
by reflected shadows.

'Is there some reason why | shouldn't take advant&ghe pool?!

'‘None whatsoever," Stefano declared mockingly.|I$heelp you out?' At
his drawled query she raised a hand, then wherrdsped it she tugged
hard, experiencing a thrill of exultation as he lost balance and was unable
to prevent a headlong fall into the water.

Fear of retaliation lent wings to her limbs as lewered herself up on to the
pool's edge, then, scooping up her clothes, sheapekly into the house.

A faint bubble of laughter emerged from her thraat she entered the
bedroom. She'd have given almost anything to gletips expression on his
face!



Moving straight through to the adjoining bathrooshe turned on the
shower, discarded her briefs and bra, then stefyeebath the warm,
pulsing water.

Selecting shampoo, she massaged it through thehlerigher hair, then
rinsed it off before reaching for the soap—and entered a strong male
hand.

“|s this what you're looking for?"

She went still with shock as fear unfurled in tiegion of her stomach.
Slowly she pushed back the wet length of her laaid, a silent gasp parted
her lips at the sight of him standing within toudidistance, every last
vestige of clothing removed from his powerful frame

'Ready to cry wolf, Carly?'

No sooner had the soft taunt left his lips than fefitethe soap sweep in a
tantalisingly slow arc from the tip of her shoulderthe curve at her waist.

She had to get oumow.She tried, except that one hand closed over Iner ar
holding her still, while the other curved round Is&ioulder, and she was
powerless to resist as he turned her round totfawe

‘I'm sorry." It was a half-hearted apology, and &mswering smile was
wholly cynical as his fingers trailed an evocaipath over the surface of her
skin, tracing the delicate line of her collarbotieen brushing lower to the
dark aureole surrounding the tight bud of herbe#ast.

'Don't." The single plea went unheeded, and henatb quivered as his
hand slid to caress her hip, the narrow indentedtwiaefore traversing to
cup the soft roundness of her bottom.

Without her being aware of it, he'd managed to reame her so that the jet
of water streamed against his back, and she stidbcer eyes wide and
luminous beneath his hooded gaze.



'Stefano--' she protested as he pulled her closasthim. His arousal was a
potent virile force, and she arched back, strairg@gginst the circle of his
arms in an effort to put some distance between them

'You can't do this," she whispered in a brokeneroic

Yet he could, very easily. He knew it, just as dite All it would take was
one long drugging open- mouthed kiss to destroy\asfige of her self-
restraint.

One strong hand slid up to cup her nape, his thtiltiy the uppermost

edge of her jaw, holding it fast as she attemptdd/ist her head away from
him. Then his lips brushed hers, lightly at fitsgsing, nibbling, tasting in a
manner that was deliberately erotic, and left herireg with a terrible

hunger, that longing for the satisfaction only beld give.

She resisted for what seemed a lifetime, but ptayool to Stefano's
undoubted expertise wreaked havoc with her nersgsiem, and she gave a
hollow groan of despair as he lifted her high upiast him, parting her
thighs so that she straddled his waist, then sieel aut as he lowered his
head and took one tender peak into his mouth, suycktith such flagrant
eroticism that she clutched hold of his hair ireffiort to have him desist.

Just when she thought she could stand it no lorfgertransferred his
attention and rendered a similar attention towis until she begged him to
stop.

Then he slowly raised his head, his eyes incredilaisk as they speared
hers, and she felt her lips tremble uncontrolladtithe sense of purpose
evident. Time became a suspended entity, and shidrbhave torn her

gaze away if her life depended on it.

With a sense of impending fascination she watcheddsmerised silence as
his mouth lowered down over her own, and she gasieat gasp as he
plundered the moist cavern at will, punishing, atising, until she gave the
response he sought.



When at last he lifted his head she wanted to waeg,she just looked at
him, her soft mouth quivering and faintly bruisesl she blinked rapidly
against the rush of warm tears.

As soon as his hands curved beneath her bottokngvewhat he meant to
do, and she swallowed convulsively.

His entry was slow, stretching silken tissues irtfurthest limit as they
gradually accepted his swollen length, and his égggped hers, withessing
her every expression as he carefully traversetight satiny tunnel leading
to the central core of her femininity.

Her beautiful eyes widened measurably as his masaliaft attained its
pinnacle. The feeling of total enclosure was ingeremnd a slow warmth
gradually flooded her being, radiating in a tumaiis tide until her whole
body was consumed with it. The blood vessels swWedad became
engorged, activating muscle spasms over which atlenb control, and she
unconsciously clenched her thighs, instinctivetharg away from him as a
pulsating rhythm took her towards fulfilment.

At the zenith, she threw back her head, gaspinigeadrew her close and
feasted shamelessly at her breast, tossing hdpse © the edge between
pain and pleasure that the two became intermingied, she cried out,
caught in the sweet torture of sexual ecstasy.

Then his hands shifted to her hips, lifting heglslly as he began a slow,
tantalising circular movement that sent her tdatiek and beyond before he
took his pleasure with deep driving thrusts thawdsoft guttural cries of
encouragement which she refused to recognise asnmer

Afterwards he held her close for what seemed an #gm he gently
withdrew and lowered her carefully to her feet.

She stumbled slightly, and clutched hold of hinentlshe stood transfixed as
he caught up the soap and slowly cleansed evenyahber body.

When he'd finished he held out the bar of soapndreh she shook her head
he placed it in her palm before covering it with biwn and transferring it to



his chest. His eyes never left hers as he cardhalyersed every ridge, every
muscle, until his ablutions were complete. She dckgerywhere. Inside
and out. And she stood quiescent as he gently kedvdier dry, then
transferred his attention to removing the moisfuwen his own body.

Carly felt totally enervated, and she was powertesgsist as he placed a
thumb and forefinger beneath her chin. She wardeztyt, and there were

tears shimmering, welling from the depth of hersyehere was a deep
sense of emotional loss for the passion of mindsamit they'd once shared.

For then it had been a joy, a total merging oftladl senses, transcending
everything she'd ever dreamed... and more.

Her lashes fluttered down, veiling her expressiand concealing the
haunting vulnerability she knew to be evident.

Without a word he slid an arm beneath her kneescarrted her through to
the bedroom, sweeping back the covers on the bedebsipping with her
beneath the sheets.

Carly craved the sweet oblivion of sleep, but it hever seemed more
distant, and she provided little resistance asaBtefcurved her close in
against him. She felt his lips brush the top oflnead, and the gentle caress
of his hand as it stroked the length of her bodpigecoming to rest on the
soft silken curls at the junction between her tkigHis fingers made a light
probing foray, and she stiffened as they encoudttre slight ridge caused
by endless sutures.

'You had a difficult birth with Ann-Marie?"

Carly closed her eyes, then opened them again,’ '¥les acknowledged
quietly, and felt silent anger emanate througtpbiserful body as he swore
softly, viciously, in his own language. There was point informing him
that her meagre savings hadn't allowed for therjugbiprivate care.

Nor, in the long silent minutes that slowly tickleg, could she assure him
that the wonder of holding Ann-Marie in her arms tioe first time swept
aside the trauma of a painful birth.



Even now it was a vivid memory, and she staredtlagsly into the
darkness as she recalled the joy and the tearsiagsbwith those initial
few years as she'd struggled to support them both.

Carly became aware of the soft brush of his fingganst her skin, and felt
the faint stirring deep within her as her body mesfed to his touch. She
wanted to move away, but she was caught in a nastiesmeric spell, and
she gave a faint despairing moan as his lips sainghsoft hollows at the
base of her throat in an erotic savouring that #enblood coursing through
her veins like quicksilver.

Not content, he trailed a path to her breasts ginben evocative tasting that
made her arch against him, and she barely registine faint guttural
sounds that whispered into the night air as his tmdtavelled lower,
teasing, tantalising, until she was driven almoatiwith need.

When he reached the most intimate crevice of alcsted out at the degree
of pleasure he was able to arouse, until ecstasgg¢ended mere pleasure,
and she begged, pleading with him to ease the daf@ within her. Yet he
stilled her limbs, soothing her gently as he brdughr to a climax so
tumultuous that it was beyond any mortal descnptiben he took her in his
arms and rolled on to his back, carrying her with ko that she straddled
his hips, his mouth warm as he pulled her head dmwmers in a kiss so
sweetly passionate that she almost cried.

His mouth left hers and trailed to nuzzle the sviniedibws at the base of her
throat, then he shifted his hands to her ribcageeagently positioned her,
his eyes dark and intently watchful of the playeafotions chasing across
her expressive features as she accepted his rigliHe

Carly felt a heady sense of power, and her eyegned slightly as she
glimpsed the slumberous passion evident in his égds, the gleam of
immense satisfaction, and knew the measure ofdnga. Unconsciously
she arched her body, stretching like a playful yplitten, and revelled at
his immediate response.

‘Careful,cara’ he bade teasingly. 'Or you may get more thanbagrgained
for.



She moved against him with slow deliberation, uating her hips in a
gentle erotic movement that drew a warning grotént his hands closed
over her lower waist, and she lost control as hetlse pace, taking her
higher and higher until she cried out and clungooims arms in a bid to gain
some balance in an erotic ride that had no equalleast, not in her
experience.

Slowly, gradually, his movements began to ease tlagxl his hands slid to
her hips, holding her still as he gently stroked hength, almost

withdrawing before plunging with infinite slowneamtil she felt a

wondrous suffusing of heat that swelled, triggerangiasma of sensation
spiralling through her body until every nerve-emeraed to radiate with
exquisite sweetness.

He shuddered, his large body racked with emotiad, she looked at him
with an incredible sense of wonder as he becamghtan the throes of
passion: man at his most vulnerable, adrift in &lswy vortex of sexual
experience.

Then his breathing began to slow, and the madlyirmpaulse at his throat
settled into a steady beat. His features softemetl las eyes became
luminescent for a few heart-stopping minutes, aistifor a milli-second she
glimpsed the heart of his soul.

Then his hands slid up to cup her breasts, cagessith such acute
sensitivity that she caught her breath, and sheemaddemur as he gently
drew her down to him, cradling her head againstuaated shoulder. His
fingers trailed over her hair, while a hand slidhatactile softness down the
length of her spine. She felt his lips brush actessforehead, then settle at
her temple, soothing, until the shivery warm sdonsagradually diminished
and she was filled with a dull, pleasurable ache.

'l hurt you." The words held a degree of regretéuimorse, and she stirred
faintly against him.

Tomorrow there would be an unaccustomed tenderaedgsient, but she
didn't care, for it had nothing to do with physigain, merely satiated



pleasure in its most exhilarating extreme. She lsbtayreassure him, and
moved her lips against his throat, then gently egpp vulnerable hollow.

"You still want to play?' His voice reverberateaiagt her mouth, and she
felt rather than heard his soft husky laughter whlea shook her head in
silent negation.

‘Then go to sleemara bella.'Stefano bade her gently.
And she did, drifting easily into dreamless obliviounaware that he

carefully disengaged her and curled her into theecof his body before
reaching for the sheet to cover their nakedness.



CHAPTER EIGHT

CARLY put the final touches to her hair, then stood baa# surveyed her
reflection. The deep jacaranda-blue gown was dakgistyled, comprising
a figure-hugging skirt and a camisole top with twimestring straps that
emphasised her slim curves and pale honey-gold. sWeke-up was
understated, with emphasis on her eyes, and aéaah lipstick coloured
her generous mouth. Her only jewellery was a slotd ghain at her neck
and small gold hoops at her ears. With the lengtireo hair confined in an
elaborate knot atop her head, she looked... passsi® decided. Or at least
able to feel sufficiently confident among guesta dinner to be held in one
of Stefano's business associate's home in neadigrg8e

'Stunning,’ a deep voice drawled, and she turnedlglto see Stefano
standing a few feet distant, looking the epitomesophistication in an
impeccably tailored dark suit, white silk shirt ashatk silk tie.

Carly proffered a slight smile and let her eyedesto a point just beyond his
left shoulder. 'Thank you.' Turning, she collectetllack beaded evening
bag, slipped in a lipstick and compact, then dreva ideep breath as she
preceded him from the room to the head of thecstae.

Several minutes later she was seated in the Mesceslé purred down the
driveway towards the street.

When they reached the hospital Ann-Marie was gttip in bed, together
with the doll Stefano had given her, a favouredkyand a teddy bear
slightly the worse for wear from which she refusetle parted because, she
assured her mother, he was as old as she was,anodea over her as she
slept.

She looked, Carly decided with maternal love, aghibras a proverbial
button, although there were still slight smudgesdagh the beautiful dark
eyes, and her skin was transparently pale—visiiidets of the aftermath of
extensive surgery, the specialist had assured.



Soon she would be able to come home. By the dtdremew school year in
February, she would be able to resume her claBgespt for the short curly
hair, no one would ever know she'd undergone extemguro-surgery.

Stefano was wonderful with her, gently teasing, maensuring that
Ann-Marie's initial wariness was a thing of the tpas

"You look tired, Mummy. Didn't you sleep well lasght?’

The words brought a faint smile to Carly's lipst ©uthe mouths of babes!
'l stayed up too late," she relayed gently. '‘Andevearly.” Was woken up,
she amended silently, and persuaded to share laaspathen put back into
bed and brought fresh orange juice, toast and eafifea tray.

"You should rest, like me," Ann-Marie advised viltke ingenuousness of the
very young, and Stefano lifted a hand to ruffle tiants.

'| shall ensure she does.'

It was eight when they left, and Carly turned dlighowards him as he
eased the car on to the main road.

'How many people will be there tonight?' Her featumssumed a faint
pensive expression. 'Perhaps you should fill meith a few background
details of key associates.'

'Relax, Carly. This is mainly a social occasion.'

'Yet the men will inevitably gravitate together atiscuss business,’ she said
a trifle drily, and incurred a long probing look Be paused through an
intersection.

‘Nervous?'

'Should | be?' she countered with remarkable steadj considering the
faint fluttering of butterfly wings already appatém her stomach.

'l have no doubt you'll cope admirably.'



She sat in silence during the drive, and glancedobuhe window with
interest as he turned the Mercedes into a subwstraet bordered on each
side by tall, wide-branched trees. Seconds latecén turned into a curved
driveway lined with late- model cars.

The butterflies in her stomach set up an increasea as she slid out from
the passenger seat and moved to his side, unpdepéhen seconds to have
him thread his fingers through hers as they wali@sdards the main
entrance. The pressure of his clasp was lightslyethad the distinct feeling
he wouldn't allow her to pull free from him. Theyere almost the last to
arrive, and after a series of introductions Cadgegpted a glass of mineral
water and attempted to relax.

It wasn't a large group, sixteen at most, she @elcas she cast a circumspect
glance around the elegantly furnished lounge.

Stefano possessed a magnetic attraction that wasmttived, and Carly
couldn't help but be aware of the attention he dremn most of the women
present.

Seven years ago she'd lacked essesdabir-faireto cope with the socially
elite among Stefano's fellow associates. Nervodsiasure of herself, she'd
chosen to cling to his side and smile, whereasstmwas well able to stand
on her own feet. It had to make a difference indimlity to cope with his
lifestyle.

Canapes and hors-d'oeuvres were proffered at alterover the next
half-hour, and it was almost nine when Charles Kathy-Lee Winslow
arrived with Georgeanne.

'We were held up,’ Charles declared with droll hunas he steered his wife
to where Carly stood at Stefano's side.

'‘By a taxi driver who decided to take advantagehef obvious fact we
weren't residents, and drove us via a few scenitesothat lost us twenty
minutes and gained him twenty extra dollars,” Geange declared in
explanation.



'Stop complaining,’ Charles chastised with a brsaule. 'We enjoyed a
pleasant ride, we're here, and | doubt anyone lssechus.'

'l need a drink," his daughter vowed, her eyedirsgtdeliberately on
Stefano. 'Would you mind?’

The smile she bestowed was nothing short of t@aitchment. 'I'm thirsty.’

Not just for a drink, Carly surmised wryly, for Ggeanne's behaviour fell
just short of being blatant, and she watched waimtf bemusement as
Stefano elicited Georgeanne's preference.

'Why, there's Angelica," Charles's daughter annedinand her eyes flew
towards Carly with a very good imitation of expresd<oncern. 'Oh, dear,
how—awkward.’

This could, Carly decided, become one of those iegsnwhere Murphy's
Law prevailed, and she wondered what on earth shé&l dhave done to
upset some mythical evil spirit who clearly feltgalled to provide her with
such an emotional minefield.

With detached fascination she watched Angelicat®&efano's tall frame
at the bar, then cross leisurely to join him. She the beautiful brunette lift
a manicured hand and touch his arm, saw him tungh,caught his smile in
greeting. Angelica's expression was revealinglymvaioving Carly added,
feeling as if she'd just been kicked in the stomach

A confrontation was inevitable, and when they wsaated for dinner Carly
cursed the unkind hand of fate as she saw Georgezpposite at the large
dining-table, with Angelica slightly to Georgearmeght.

Wonderfu] she groaned silently as she sipped a small qyafitivhite wine
in the hope that it would provide a measure of agag/ courage with which
to get through the evening.

Their hosts provided a sumptuous meal comprisingewger than five
courses if one counted the fresh fruit and cheeselbat followed dessert.



The presentation of the food was impressive, andyCGhtifully forked
morsels into her mouth without tasting a thing.

Conversation flowed, and she was aware of an isgrgaension as she
waited for the moment Angelica would unsheathechaess.

'How is your daughter?’

Again, the faint emphasis didn't go unnoticed, @adly turned slightly to
meet the brunette's seemingly innocent gaze asssimnoned a polite
smile. 'Ann-Marie is improving steadily.' She ainfeda subtle emphasis of
her own.We'rehopeful it won't be long before she's releaseshfnospital.’

Angelica picked up her wine glass and fingerediding crystal stem with
studied deliberation. 'Stefano appears to delighplaying the role of
devotedPapa’

Carly effected a negligible shrug. "You, more thagone, should appreciate
that Italian men are renowned for their love of figrh

Carefully shaped eyebrows rose a fraction in unisith the faint moue of
evinced surprise that was quickly camouflaged witmile. 'Proud of their
sons, protective of their daughters.'

Carly couldn't resist the dig. 'And their wives.'

'‘Well, of course.' The voice resembled a husky,paofinitely feline. 'And
their mistresses.' Her eyes assumed a warm intirttetywas deliberate.
'What female of any age could resist Stefano?’

Carly felt like screaming, but she forced her mdotburve into a soft smile,
and her beautiful eyes assumed a misty expresbainwas deliberately
contrived as she lifted her shoulders in a helgéssgging gesture that she
tempered with a light musing laugh. 'None, | im&gin

Stefano, damn him, was seemingly engrossed in csatien with Charles,
and appeared oblivious to the content of her caatem with Angelica.



What on earth did he imagine they had to discusshéaven's sake? The
weather? The state of the nation?

It seemed forever before their host suggested adjuy to the lounge for
coffee, and she felt strangely vulnerable as the gravitated together on
the pretext of sharing an after-dinner port whilee twomen sought
comfortable chairs at the opposite end of the largem—with the

exception of Angelica, who stood at Stefano's smlehlatant disparity
among men, yet totally at ease with their conversatlt was carrying

feminism and equality among the sexes a littldfanosurely? Carly couldn't
help wondering if the men felt entirely comfortab¥et she knew Angelica
didn't give a fig what her male colleagues thougter main motivation in

joining the men was to clarify the contrast betwéeao women—herself
and Stefano's wife.

The difference was quite marked in every way, frghgsical appearance to
business qualifications. Seven years ago it hatieéeémportant, the chasm
too wide for Carly to imagine she would ever bridgrcept that in her own
way she had, for there was now a diploma, expesieacd added
gualifications in her field, as well as respecnirber peers. There wasn't a
thing she needed to prove, and if she so choseald join Stefano's
associates and discuss any topic relating to catpaccounting and tax
legislation.

The coffee was liquid ambrosia, and Carly sippedappreciatively,
wondering just how long it would be before they.lef

"You must visit when Stefano brings you to theestat

Carly smiled, then thanked Charles's wife for thatation. 'It's quite a few
years since | was last there.'

‘The house is large,’ Kathy-Lee pursued. 'We'ddliglited if you'd stay. We
love having guests.’

Carly could only admire Kathy-Lee for keeping pasgh Charles's
high-flying existenceand playing stepmother—a masterly feat in keeping
the peace, for Charles adored his precocious daught



Il leave the decision to Stefano,” she said Ilgenindulging in

inconsequential conversation for almost thirty nsubefore Kathy-Lee
had her cup refilled and was drawn by their hostegsin another guest
who had professed an interest in Kathy-Lee's prgmatoon with interior
design.

Carly let her gaze wander round the room, settimghe broad frame of her
husband as he stood indolently at ease and desmugrsation with two of
his associates—one of whom was Angelica.

Carly forced herself to study them with impartiges—difficult when she
wanted physically to tear Stefano and Angelicatapar

Angelica was a seductive temptress beneath thgrdgsgown, leaning

imperceptibly towards Stefano, her eyes, habhddyreceptive to the man at
her side, whereas Stefano stood totally at easesthnce relaying relaxed
confidence, an assurance that wasn't contrived, #iyas she might, Carly
could find no visible sign of any implied intimacys# his part.

Almost as if he was aware of her scrutiny, he tdrakghtly and met her
gaze. For a moment everything else faded into oligcand she watched in
bemused fascination as he excused himself andecttiss room to settle his
length comfortably on the padded arm of her chair.

His proximity put her at an immediate disadvantdgeshe was extremely
aware of the clean smell of his clothes, the fainta of soap intermingling
with his chosen aftershave, an exclusive mixturepfes combined with
muted musk that seemed to heighten the essenhbe ofdn himself.

Within minutes his associates followed his actiongoining their wives,
and Carly wasn't sure which she preferred... balnge with a clutch of
curious women, or having to contend with Stefanalsulated attention.

'‘Almost ready to leavesara?'

His voice was a soft caress, and if anyone wasni doubt as to his
affection for his wife he lifted a hand and swegptk a swath of curls that



had fallen forward, letting his fingers rest fabtlmng at the edge of her
throat.

There was a degree of deliberation in his movenadnipst as if he was
attempting to set a precedent, and it made herconatably angry.

She wanted to move away, yet such an action wagssilgle, and it took all

her acting ability to sit still as he brushed genfingers across her
collarbone then slid them down her arm to threaoliph her own. The look
in his eyes was explicitly seducing, and to angnested observer it was
only too apparent that he couldn't wait to gethmne and into bed.

Well, two could play at that game, and she gentlg the tips of her nails
into the tendons of his hand, then preskadl 'Whenever you are,' she
acquiesced lightly, casting him a soft winsome srtfilat was deceptively
false. She would have liked kil him, or at least render some measure of
physical harm, yet in a room full of people sheldanly smile. As soon as
they were alone, she'd verbadlay him.

He knew, for his eyes assumed a mocking gleamhiddatent amusement,
almost in silent acceptance of an imminent battle.

With an indolent movement he rose to his feet, @adly followed his
actions, adding her appreciation with genuine poéts as they thanked
their hosts and bade Charles and Kathy-Lee goodbye.

'So early, Stefano?' Angelica queried, effectivabsking her displeasure.
'My wife is tired.’

It was nothing less than the truth, but she reskitite implication.

Angelica’'s eyes narrowed, then assumed speculativesement as she
proffered Carly a commiserating smile. 'Can't stdredpace?"

'Quite the contrary," Carly demurred sweetly. ‘&tefis merely providing a
cliched excuse.’



The resentment was simmering just beneath thecgudhher control, and
she contained it until the Mercedes had swept filcerdriveway.

"You enjoyed setting me among the pigeons, didni?yshe demanded in a
low, furious tone.

'Was it so bad?'

To be honest, it hadn't been. Yet she was loatagree with him—on
anything. 'On a scale of one to ten in the cuyostidkes, our reconciliation
has to rate at least a nine,’ she declared driheasent the opulent vehicle
speeding smoothly through the darkened streets.

"You more than held your ownara,' he said with drawled humour.

Inside she felt like screaming, aware that it waakke several weeks before
the speculative looks, the gossip abated and eaiyntdied. In the
meantime she had to run the gauntlet, and sharieimmonly resentful.

'‘Nothing has changed,’ Carly voiced with a tracbittérness, and incurred
his swift scrutiny.

'In what respect?’

"You have to beidding' she declared vengefully. 'Angelica would have
liked to eat you alive." She was so incensed thatvgasn't aware of the
passion evident in her voice, or the pain.

Turning her attention to the darkened city streste,watched the numerous
vehicles traversing the well-defined lanes withetadhed fascination. The
bright neon signs provided a brilliant splash dboo that vied with the red
amber and green of traffic-lights controlling eaatersection.

Transferring her attention beyond the windscreée, Isoked sightlessly
into the night, aware that Stefano handled thewatir the skilled ease of
long practice. The same ease with which he handiedvoman:
knowledgeable, experienced, and always one stegulabiest once she'd like
to be able to best him, catch him off guard.



Yet even as the resentment festered she knew ctigély that he'd never
allow her- to win. A solitary battle, possibly,timeir ongoing private war, as
a musing concession to her feminine beliefs. Buenéhe war itself.

It was twenty minutes before the Mercedes drewhaltinside the garage,
and Carly made her way upstairs to the main suite.

She was in the process of removing her make-up \@tefano entered the
room, and her eyes assumed a faint wariness aosfgeted the task.

It required only a few steps to move into the bedrpa few more to reach
the bed. Yet she was loath to take them, knowingt\atvaited her once she
slipped between the cool percale sheets.

Fool she derided silently. It's not as if you lack gmp@nt in the marital bed.

The knowledge of her exultant abandon in Stefarmi:s merely
strengthened her resolve to provide delaying tacaad she plucked the
pins from the elaborate knot restraining her hamty to catch hold of her
brush and stroke it vigorously through the lengtlh tmbled
auburn-streaked curls.

It was mad to want more, insane to build an ematiomll between them. A

tiny logical voice rationalised that she shouldtbatent. She had a beautiful
home, and a husband whose business interests énlseyavere among the
denizens of the upper social echelon.

Many women were confined in marriages of mutualvemmence, happy to
bury themselves in active social existences as thesbands' hostesses, in
return for the trappings of success: the jewellergtic luxury cars, trips
abroad.

Carly knew she'd trade it all willingly to erasesthast seven years, to go
back magically in time to the days whiewewas an irrepressible joy.

Now it was an empty shell, their sexual coupling@hean expression of
physical lust untouched by any emotion from therthea



Perhaps she was too honest, with too much persotegrity to survive

within the constraints of such a marriage. Yetwsias trapped, impossibly
bound to Stefano by Ann-Marie. To remove her daeigfrom her father
and return to their former existence would causetamal scarring of such
magnitude that the end result would be worthless.

'If you continue much longer, you'll end up witheadache.'

Carly's hand stilled at the sound of that deep lingwoice, and she stood
motionless as Stefano moved to stand behind her.

'l have nothing to say to you,' she managed itedtilones, watching him
warily.

He was close, much too close for her peace of nand,all her fine body
hairs quivered in anticipation of his touch.

'We seem to manage very well without words,' he sdth a degree of
irony, and she lashed out verbally at his implmati

'Sex isn't the answer to everything, damn you!'

Her eyes unconsciously met his in the mirror, laagd impossibly dark as
she took in the image her body projected agaimsb#tkdrop of his own.

Without the benefit of shoes, the tip of her hea hevel with his throat,
and his breadth of shoulder had a dwarfing efieetking her appear small
and incredibly vulnerable.

'‘No?' he queried softly, and she was damningly awéithe subtle pull of
her senses as she fought his irresistible magnetism

Her gaze remained locked with his, their darkneagnifying as he slowly

lifted a hand and swept a heavy swath of her hsdea baring the edge of
her neck. His head slowly lowered as his mouth Bbtlge pulsing cord in

that sensitive curve, and she was powerless teeptatie sweet spiralling
sensation that coursed through her body at hidtouc



Carly was conscious of his hands as they shiftdtetashoulders, then slid
slowly down her arms to rest at her waist, befdygpsg up to cup the
swollen fullness of her breasts.

She wanted to close her eyes and pretend the sadwas real, and for a
few minutes she succumbed to temptation.

His fingers created a tactile magic, sensitisirgehgorged peaks until she
moved restlessly against him/craving more than shistle pleasuring. A
hollow groan whispered from her throat as his hasiidisto her shoulders,
slipping the thin straps of her nightgown down dver arms, so that the thin
silk slithered in a heap at her feet.

He didn't move, and she slowly opened her eyesdasfreluctantly on their
mirrored image, watching in mesmerised fascinaai®his hands slid round
her waist and pressed her back against him.

Her eyes widened as she watched the effect herhdisbdexture of her skin,
the tightening of her breasts, each tumescent gealsed in anticipation of
his possession.

It was almost as if he was forcing her to recoges@m®ething her conscious
mind refused to acknowledge, and she gazed in nresmender as her
body reacted to the light brush of his fingers adrhiled them across the
curve of her waist, then slid to trace the soft nbof her stomach before
allowing his fingers to splay into the soft curtefecting the central core of
her femininity.

Of their own volition, her lower limbs swayed irttee curve of his hand as
they sought closer contact, and she was totallyapgved for the soft
dreaminess evident in her eyes, the faint shedreoparted lips.

She looked... incandescently bewitched, held iallthwy passionate desire,
and in that moment she felt she hated him for ngakiar see a side of
herself she preferred to keep well-hidden. Esplgdiadm him.



Yet it was too late, and even as she arched awayrhed her fully into his
arms, his mouth successfully covering hers in amaathat left her no hope
of uttering so much as a word.

Her initial struggle was merely a token gestureyas her determination to
prevent his open- mouthed kiss. Seconds laterrébe @ut as one long arm
curved down the length of her back in a seekingsgder the tell-tale

dewing at the aroused nub of her femininity. Evagrve in her body
seemed acutely sensitised, the internal tissukkdastitly braised from the

previous night's loving, so much so that she temsealuntarily against his

touch.

Without a word he placed an arm beneath her knedditied her high
against his chest to carry her to his bed, sinkiogn on to the mattress in
one fluid movement as he cradled her gently ingocilrve of his body.

His lips trailed a path to her mouth, soothing kkght protest, before
tracing a path down her neck. Slowly, with infindare, he traversed each
pleasure pulse, anointing the tender peak of eaehsb with delicate
eroticism.

Her stomach quivered in betrayal beneath the sem@upgiassage of his
mouth, and when he reached the junction betweerhiigits she gave a
beseeching moan, an entreaty to end the consumaumess that flared
through her body, igniting it with flame.

Carly consoled herself that nothing mattered extaptwonderful slaking

of sensual pleasure in a slow, gentle loving thathed her soul. But in her
subconscious mind she knew she lied, and shedliiite sleep wondering
if there could ever be a resolution between theaths of her brain and the
wayward path of her emotions.



CHAPTER NINE

'l HAVE to attend a meeting on the Central Coast,' Stefleatared as he
rose from the breakfast tabfa. doubt Il be home before seven.'

'‘Angelica is naturally one of the associates ac@ying you.' It wasn't a
guestion, and he shot her a dark encompassingeglanc

'She is on the board of a number of family compghlee informed coolly.
'‘And a dedicated businesswoman.’

'Very dedicated,’ Carly mocked, and was unablesest adding, 'Have fun.'

After he left she finished her coffee, then movedtkly upstairs to change
into a white cotton button-through dress, slipped feet into flat sandals,
then collected the keys to the BMW, informed Sylvahe'd be home in the
late afternoon, and drove into the city.

There were a few things she wanted to pick up fan-Marie, and she'd fill
in time between hospital visits by browsing thepshim the hope of gaining
some inspiration for Christmas gifts.

Carly returned home at five, and after a leisustlgwer she changed into a
cool sage-green silk shift, wound her hair up enttasually contrived knot,
then went downstairs to check on dinner with Sya/an

The portable television was on in the kitchen, higthlighted on the screen
was an area of dense bush- covered gorge and arpwescue helicopter.
The presenter's modulated voice was relaying inébion regarding a light
plane crash just south of the Central Coast. Thene no survivors, and
names had not yet been released of the pilot angh&ssengers.

Carly went cold. It was as if her limbs were frozéar she couldn't move,
and she gazed sightlessly at the flashing scredrouti comprehending a
single thing.

Then she began to shake, and she clutched hernagetter in an effort to
contain her trembling limbs.



It couldn't be the plane carrying Stefano and Aegelcould it? A silent
agonised scream rose in her throat. Dear-Goaol.

The thought of his strong body lying broken and niedr in dense
undergrowth almost destroyed her. His image wawid entity, and she
saw his strongly etched features, the dark glearayes, almost as if he
were in the same room.

The phone rang, but the sound barely registereddiddSylvana's voice as
she answered the call, until it seemed to changenea and Carly realised
that Sylvana was attempting to gain her attention.

‘Stefano rang to say he'll be home in twenty misiute

The words penetrated her brain, barely registenmghose initial few
seconds, then she turned slowly, her eyes impgsksilde. 'What did you
say?'

Sylvana repeated the message, then added in pieztiéAre you all right?’'

Carly inclined her head, then murmured somethidgstimguishable as her
stomach began to churn, and she only just madestairs to the main suite
before she was violently ill.

Afterwards she clenched her teeth, then she slui@rdh water over her
face in an effort to dispel the chilled feelingtteaemed to invade her bones.

Attempting to repair the ravages with make-up mawvexdto despair, for she
looked incredibly vulnerablehaunted, she amended silently as she
examined her mirrored image with critical deliberat

How could youlove someone you professed to hate? Yet an inner voice
taunted that love and hate were intense emotiodschsely entwined.
Legend had it that they were inseparable.

Stefano's arrival home was afforded a restrainedtorg. If she'd listened to
her heart she would have flown into his arms armmtessed a profound relief



that he was alive. Yet then he couldn't fail toaweare of her true feelings,
and that would never do.

Consequently dinner was strained, and Carly faitedlo any justice to
Sylvana's beautifully prepared food, and throughing meal she was
conscious of his veiled scrutiny, so much so thatfglt close to screaming
with angry vexation.

'Did it bother you that it might have been my bdgyng lifeless in some
rocky gorge?'

The blood drained from her face at his drawled gusnd she got to her feet,
wanting only to get away from his ill-disguised rkecy.She hadn't moved
more than two paces when hard hands closed oveshoeilders, and she
struggled in vain, hot, angry tears clouding hezsegs she fought to be free
of him.

One hand slid to hold her nape fast, tilting hemdheand her lashes swept
down to form a protective veil, only to fly open lais mouth closed over
hers in a hard open-mouthed kiss that was impgs&hdtically demanding.

It seemed to go on forever, and when it was ovetifted shaking fingers to
her lips.

His eyes were dark with brooding savagery, theptl® filled with latent
passion and an emotion she didn't even attemfioed Carly glanced past
him and fixed her eyes on a distant wall in annagteto regain her
composure. If she looked at him she knew she'datisgherself with stupid
ignominious tears.

'l rang through the instant we touched base," tighdaned quietly. 'Our
helicopter pilot sighted the crash, radioed foph#ien circled the area until
a rescue unit arrived.' He raised a hand and drgéntle fingers along the
edge of her cheek.

She lifted her shoulders in a faint shrugging gestSomehow she had to
inject an element of normality, otherwise she wasnded. 'Would you like
some coffee?'



A forefinger probed the softness of her swollendoVip, then conducted a
leisurely tracery of its outline. 'I'ike you,' Stefano drawled in mocking
tones, and watched the expressive play of emotibase each other across
her mobile features.

'It's early," she stalled, hating the way her bwdg reacting to the proximity
of his.

'Since when did time have anything to do with mgkiave?' His head

lowered and he touched his mouth to the thuddingepat the edge of her
neck, then traced a path to her temple. His ligss®d closed one eyelid,
then the other, and his hands shifted as he cégghtp in his arms.

'What are you doing?' The cry was torn from hes s he calmly strode
from the room, and headed for the stairs.

‘Taking you to bed," Stefano declared in a husldeaone, ‘in an attempt to
remove the look of shadowed anguish lurking in ymemutiful eyes.'

She struggled in helplessness against him, awamne eemental quality that
was infinitely awesome. No one man deserved so rpaaler, or quite such
a degree of latent sensuality.

'Must you be so—physical?' she protested as heaeehthbeir suite and
closed the door.

He lowered her down to stand within the circle of &wrms, and her limbs
seemed weightless as he caught her close. Thers$adkher, slowly and
with such evocative mastery that she didn't haeeethergy to voice any
further protest as he carefully removed her clqgthtiesn released the pins
holding her hair before beginning on his own.

‘Tell me to stop,’ he murmured seconds before loigtinclosed over hers,
and the flame that burned deep within them flaretb ivibrant life,
consuming them both in a passionate storm thatddsr into the night.



The following days settled into a relatively normalitine. The nights were
something else as Carly fought a silent battle Wwighself and invariably
lost;

Their lovemaking scaled hitherto unreached heigtrigs)scending mere
pleasure, and it was almost as if some inner soeig \iemanding to be
heard, yet the music was indistinct, the wordslpestond her reach.

Introspection became an increasing trap in whiehfshnd herself caught,
in the insidious recognition thdbve was inextricably interwoven with
physical desire—which inevitably led to the agamgsguestion of Angelica,
and the degree of Stefano's personal involvemerdreWhey still on
intimate terms™ad they ever be@Dear God, could she have been wrong
all these years?

One day in particular she couldn't bear the tenaignmore, and she moved
restlessly through the house, unsure how to fél filw hours until it was
time to visit Ann-Marie.

Making a split-second decision, she changed clottesked a clear gloss
over her lips, then caught up her sunglasses agddml made her way
down to the car, intent on spending a few more siguthe city looking for
suitable Christmas gifts. She might even do lunch.

Two hours later Carly wasn't sure shopping was sugtod idea. It was hot,
there were crowds of people all intent on doinggame thing, and it took
ages to be served. All she'd achieved was a loft8arah's favourite French
perfume, a book and an educational game for Anniéyland nothing for
Stefano. What did you buy a man who had everythsig® queried with
scepticism. Another silk tie? A silk shirt? Somethias mundane as
aftershavewhen she didn't even recognise what brand hepeef?

A glance at her watch revealed that it was after @omething to eat and a
cool drink would provide a welcome break, and tenutes later she was
seated in a pleasant air-conditioned restauramigeat succulent chicken
salad.

'Mind if | join you?'



Carly glanced up and endeavoured to contain herisar Coincidence was
a fine thing, and the chance of choosing the sastaurant as Angelica
Agnelli had to run at a thousand to one. 'If youstitshe responded with
bare civility. The restaurantascrowded, after all, and short of being rude
there wasn't much she could do except accept thatisin with as much
grace as possible.

'Shopping?' Angelica queried, arching an elegastigped eyebrow as she
caught sight of the brightly designed bags.

'Yes.' As if an explanation was needed, she ad@adstmas.’

'Stefano is caught up in a conference, so | cameghead.' She allowed the
information to sink in, then added with deadly gy 'This is a charmingly

secluded place, don't you agree?' For furtive aasigns. The implication

was there for anyone but the most obtuse, butijustse there was any
doubt she added smoothly, 'You don't normally luinetre, do you?'

‘No. | preferred to eat a packed lunch at my degS&rly explained with
considerable calm, and tempered the words witlemsgyly sweet smile.

Angelica deliberately allowed her eyes to widerather clever of you to
present Stefano with a child conveniently the rigépe to be his own.' Her
mouth curled fractionally. 'l almost advised himrisist on a DNA test.' She
lifted a hand and appeared to study her immacylat@nicured nails. '‘But
of course, | wouldn't presume to interfere in HisShe trailed off

deliberately, then added with barbed innuendoyd®eiaffairs.’

"You've obviously changed your strategy,’ Carlyme¢d with considerable
fortitude, when inside she felt like screaming.

'Whatever do you mean?'

Carly had quite suddenly had enough. 'You had ©b sampunction about
interfering in his private life seven years ago.uYaeliberately set out to
destroy me. Like a fool, | ran." Her eyes sparkett-flecked fire that

caused the other woman's expression to narrowalise your association
with Stefano goes back a long time, but perhapssjmuld understand it



was hewho did the chasing in our relationship, and he wisisted on a

reconciliation." She drew in a deep breath, thésased it slowly. 'Stefano
has had seven years to instigate divorce procegdidgr voice assumed a
quietly fierce intensity. 'l would suggest you gskirself why he never did.'

'‘Brava,’ a deep voice drawled quietly from behind, andyGadosed her eyes
in vexation, only to open them again.

Stefano stood indolently at ease, his expressiangely watchful as he
took in Carly's pale features. All of her pent-upation was visible in the
expressive brilliance of her eyes, their gold-fledklepths ringed in black.

'Stefano.’ Angelica's tone held a conciliatory pyet his eyes never moved
from Carly's features.

'If you'll excuse me?' She had to get out of hexie she erupted with
volatile rage—with Angelica for being a bitch, agtkfano simply because
he washere.

Rising to her feet, she collected her bag and te@arriers. 'Enjoy your
lunch.’

His hand closed on her arm, bringing her to a laaltl she just looked at
him, then her lashes swept down in a bid to hidepthin that gnawed deep
inside.

'Please. Let me go.' Her voice was softly pitched, filled with aching
intensity, and there was nothing she could do &vemt the descent of his
mouth or the brief, hard open-mouthed kiss he esdo

Then he released her, and it took all her reseingtrength to walk calmly
from the restaurant.

By the time she reached the street her lips wereegng with pent-up
emotion, and she fumbled for her sunglasses, dgl#teo protective lenses
as they hid the well of tears that blurred heronsi



Tonight there would be no respite, for Sarah ande¥awere coming to
dinner. To present anything approaching a nornda would take every
ounce of acting ability, and Carly wished ferverftly the day to be done,
and the night.

Only a matter of weeks ago everything had seemednsomplicated.
Ann-Marie and work had been the total focus of Ifer Now she was in
turmoil, her emotions as wild and uncontrollableatorm-tossed sea.

At the hospital, Ann-Marie's exuberant greetinge tloving hug and
beautiful smile acted to diffuse Carly's inner tensand she listened to her
daughter's excited chatter about a new patient vttbbeen admitted that
morning.

As Carly left the hospital and drove home she agitilielp wishing her life
were clear-cut, and there were no tensions, ndesghie-playing that ate
at the heartstrings and destroyed one's self-rastee

Perhaps she should stop fighting this conflict witherself and just accept
the status quo, be content with her existenceefar8i's wife, and condone
the pleasure they shared each night. To hungearigthing more was

madness.

After garaging the car, Carly consulted with Sylwammade suitably
appreciative comments, then opted to cool off witlkeisurely swim in the
pool.

Stefano arrived home as Carly was putting the Hing touches to her
make-up, and she turned as he entered their shée, expression
deliberately bland as she registered his tall, -daited frame before lifting
her head to meet his gaze.

His eyes were dark, probing hers, and after aifigeglance her own
skittered towards the vicinity of his left should&€he last thing she needed
was a confrontation. Not with Sarah and James dilenwninutes.

'I'll go down and check with Sylvana,' Carly saieely. 'I'll wait for you in
the lounge.’



It was a relief to escape his presence, and shegvedsful for Sarah's
punctuality, immensely glad of her friend's warnmsoaality.

The meal was a gourmet's delight, and although exsation flowed with
ease Carly merely operated on automatic pilot as fhked food
intermittently into her mouth, then toyed with tlegnainder on her plate.

She laughed, genuinely enjoying Sarah's anecdatesriingled with those
of James, but all the while she felt like a disedibd spectator.

It was almost ten when they rose from the table.
'I'll make the coffee,’ Carly declared, and smildwen Sarah rose to her feet.
"Il help you.'

Sylvana had set everything ready in the kitcherthaball Carly had to do
was percolate the coffee.

'How are things going--?' Carly broke off with adgn in the realisation that
Sarah was asking the same question simultaneoutiyher own. 'You go
first," she bade her, shooting her friend a smigjlance.

'Where shall | start?' Sarah returned with a gsislee crossed to the servery,
and cast the stylish kitchen an appreciative glahceky you,' she smiled
without a trace of envy. 'All this, and Stefana.to

‘Sarah..." Carly warned with a low growl, and Sagahned unrepentantly.
‘James and Stefano seem to have a lot in commamghSoffered
innocuously, her eyes sparkling as Carly shot reremking glance. 'James
is nice," she admitted quietly. 'l like him.’

'‘And?' Carly prompted.

'‘Sometimes | think | could get used to the idea oélationship with him,

then I'm not sure | want to make that sort of cleatgmy life." Her eyes
sought Carly's, and her voice softened. 'How alou®’



'‘Ann-Marie is improving daily.’

‘That wasn't what | asked,’ Sarah admonished wggsimnd Carly's
expression became faintly pensive.

'l seem to swing like a pendulum between resent@etiacceptance.’

"You look..." Sarah paused, her eyes narrowing thidightful speculation.
'‘Pregnant. Are you?'

Carly opened her mouth to deny it, then closeddirmas her mind rapidly
calculated dates. Her eyes became an expressiv®l@gsumber of varying
fleeting emotions.

'You have that certain look a woman possesseseinnitial few weeks,’
Sarah observed gently. 'A subtle tiredness asdlg kefocuses its energy.
You had the same look the day we met moving intgghim®uring
apartments,’ she added softly.

It could be stress from juggling twice-daily hdspwvisits, marriage,’ Carly
offered in strangled tones as the implications pbssible pregnancy began
to sink in. Sheouldn'tbe, surely? Yet the symptoms were all there, atlnled
facts she'd been too busy to notice.

She lifted a shaking hand, then let it fall againgl for one heartfelt second
her eyes filled with naked pain before she sucodgsimasked their
expression.

‘The coffee is perking,” Sarah reminded gently, @ady crossed to turn
down the heat, then when it was ready she placzal tihe tray.

The men were deep in conversation when Carly amdhS&-entered the
lounge, and if either detected that the girls’ emilvere a little too bright
they gave no sign.

It was almost eleven when Sarah indicated the teel@ve, explaining, 'I'm
due to go on duty tomorrow morning at seven.' e to her feet, thanked



both Stefano and Carly for a delightful eveningd @t the door she gave
Carly a quick hug in farewell. 'Ring me when yom.ta

Carly turned back towards the lobby the instant ta headlights
disappeared down the drive, moving into the loutageollect coffee-cups
together prior to carrying them through to the éo.

‘Leave them," Stefano instructed as he saw whatwab&loing. 'Sylvana can
take care of it in the morning.’

‘It will only take a minute." In the kitchen, shiesed and stacked them in the
dishwasher, then turned to find him leaning agdinstedge of the table,
watching her with narrowed scrutiny.

She stood perfectly still, despite every nerve-streaming at fever pitch,
and her chin lifted fractionally as he took the essary steps towards her.

'What now, Stefano?' Carly queried with a touch d#fiance. 'A
post-mortem on lunch?"

One eyebrow slanted in mocking query. 'What partuath would you
particularly like to refer to?'

'l disliked being publicly labelled as your possess she insisted, stung by
his cynicism.

'Yet you are," he declared silkily. 'My feelingsevl you're concerned verge
on the primitive.'

A tiny pulse quickened at the base of her thrdawntbegan to hammer in
palpable confusion as she absorbed the essendg wbfds. 'Is that meant
to frighten me?'

Tension filled the air, lending a highly volatilaaity that was impossible to
ignore. 'Only if you choose to allow it,’ he mockeadd she stood perfectly
still as he conducted a slow, all-encompassingasggl; lingering on the
deepness of her eyes, and her soft, trembling mouth



He lifted a hand to brush gentle fingers acrossheek, and she reared back
as if from a lick of flame.

'Don't touch me.’
'Why ever notcara?'

'‘Because that's where it starts and ends,’ shetexbseith a mixture of
despair and wretchedness.

"You find my lovemaking so distasteful?'

His musing indulgence was the living end, and sisééd out at him with
expressive angelrlist,damn you!' she corrected heatedly, so incensed that
she balled both hands into fists and punched hintating that she
connected with the hard, muscular wall of his chest

'Lust is a bartered commodity. What would you like to give you?' His
voice was a low-pitched drawl that cut right thrbug the heart. 'An item of
jewellery, perhaps?’

For several long seconds she just looked at hilagfivith an aching pain so
acute that it took all her effort to breathe eveiWhat was the use, she
agonised silently, of aiming for something thatrdiexist?

'In return for which | reward you in bed?' The we&wdere out before she had
time to give them much thought, and afterwardsaswoo late to retract
them.

His dark brooding glance narrowed fractionally,ntties mouth curved in

mocking amusement. 'Abam' he taunted softly. "You reward me so well.'
The need to get away from him, even temporarilys paramount, and she
turned towards the door, only to be brought to ladshard hands caught
hold of each shoulder and spun her round.



Her eyes blazed with anger through a mist of taarshe tilted her head in
silent apathy, hating him more at that precise nmanigan she thought it
possible to hate anyone.

'Stop making fun of me! | won't have it, do you re&ngry, frustrated tears
filled her eyes as he restrained her with galliages and she shook her head
helplessly as he drew her inextricably close.

'Don't--' Carly begged, feeling the familiar pullleer senses. It would be so
easy to succumb, simply to close her eyes and bedmansported by the
special magic of their shared sexual alchemy.

'When have | ever made fun of you?' he teasedygesmid she shivered
slightly as one hand slid down over the soft rows$nof her bottom,
pressing her close against the unmistakable fofr¢esaarousal, while the
other slid up to cup her nape.

'Every time | oppose you,' she began shakily, tigathering the scattered
threads of her courage, she continued with stremgith resolve. 'You
resolve it by sweeping me off to bed.' Lifting Inands, she attempted to put
some distance between them, only to fail miserably.

'Am | to be damned forever for finding you desie®|

The thread of amusement in his voice hurt unbegrdloh not a sex object
you can use merely to satisfy a need for revenge.'

His eyes searched hers, dark and unfathomable lasldhé@er immobile.
'Let me go, damn you!

He looked at her in silence for what seemed antageyes darkening until
they resembled the deepest slate—hard and equmllyrate.

'Does it feel like revenge every time | take youniyarms?' he queried with
dangerous silkiness.



It was heaven and the entire universe rolled ime, @cstasy at its zenith.
She looked at him for what seemed an age, unablgtéo so much as a
word.

Dared she take the chance? All the pent-up angessdicalled resentment,
dissipated as if it had never existed.

'‘No," Carly voiced quietly, and he shook her gergliding his hands from
her shoulders up to cup her face.

'From the moment | first met you | wanted to loduyn a gilded prison and
throw away the key. Except such a primitive actwouldn't have been

condoned in this day and age.' His eyes were lewel,she was unable to
drag her own away from the darkness or the paithegxNi 'You were a prime

target... young, and incredibly susceptible," Hegatened her softly.

'If I had been able to get my hands on you durragé first few weeks after
you left Perth | think | would have strangled ydwe'continued slowly.

"Your mother disavowed any knowledge of your whioess, and | soon
realised you had no intention of contacting me.$ Wbice hardened
measurably, and assumed a degree of cynicismléTiee dispatched from
your solicitor merely confirmed it.'

He was silent for so long that she wondered ifrftended to continue.

‘A marriage has no foundation without trust, and/@s professed to have
lost your trust in me | let you go. Fully expectinge added with a trace of
mockery, 'to be officially notified of an impendimigvorce.’

He hadn't been able to instigate such proceedingsvarg than she had.
Her heart set up a quickened beat.

‘Not long after shifting base to Sydney | atten@&daccounting seminar
with a fellow associate at which Clive Mathorpe waguest speaker. | was
impressed. Sufficiently so to utilise his serviteke proffered a faint smile.
‘Coincidencefate perhaps, that Carly Tayldgklessishould be a respected
member of his firm. The night | met you at Clivetame | was intrigued by



your maturity and self-determination. And very mastare that the intense
sexual magic we once shared was still in evideitis.eyes held hers, and
his voice was deliberate as he continued, 'For bbtls.'

Carly looked at him carefully, seeing his innateesgth, the power in
evidence, and knew that she would never willinggnivto be apart from
him. It was always easy, with hindsight, to ratitse to indulge in a series
of 'what if's, and 'if only's. Maturity had taudtgr there could only beow.
'‘Angelica's ammunition was pretty powerful," shieifd quietly. 'l found it
emotionally damaging at the time.'

There was a mesmeric silence, intensifying un@ bhcame conscious of
every breath she took.

'l have known Angelica from birth,-' Stefano rewshlwith deceptive
mildness, and a muscle tensed along the edge gawis'Our affiliation
owes itself to two sets of parents who immigrated\ustralia more than
forty years ago. They prospered in one businessukerafter another,
achieving phenomenal success. So much so thatvisapéostered that the
only Alessi son might marry an Agnelli daughter ands form a dynasty.’
He paused fractionally, and searched her pale rfegtiseeing the faint
shadows evident beneath her eyes. 'lt was a gathesk not to play,' he
added gently.

Carly swallowed the lump that had suddenly risehen throat. 'The way
Angelica told it,' she informed him shakily, 'yoese unofficially betrothed

when you met me. If our engagement surprised hernvedding threw her

into a rage,' she continued, unwilling to expowadraphically on just how
much she'd been hurt by a woman who refused toréadity. ‘It appeared |

was merely a temporary diversion, and there wts tbubt she intended to
be there to pick up the pieces.' She effected sedafory shrug that hid a
measure of pain.

'‘Angelica," Stefano declared hardly, 'possessewid wnagination. After
today," he grained out with chilling inflexibilityshe has no doubt whom |
love, or why.' His expression softened as he wakthe expressive play of
emotions chasing each other across her featiffes,Carly,' he elaborated
gently. 'Always. Only you.'



Stefano shifted his hold, catching both her hamdether in one of his,
feeling her body quiver slightly as he traced atlgepattern over the slim
curve of her stomach before resting possessivdigrtrim waist. When his
gaze met hers, she nearly died at the lambent waewealed in those dark
depths.

‘There is nothing else you want to tell me?"

Carly stood hesitantly unsure, and at the last nmbraeurage failed her.
Slowly she shook her head.

Tomorrow, she'd visit the doctor and undergo apaegy test. Then she'd
tell him.



CHAPTER TEN

THE morning began the same as any other week dayartebse early,
swam several lengths of the pool, ate breakfast lw# wife, then showered,
dressed and left for the city.

At nine Carly checked with Sylvana, then changedb im smart
lemon-yellow button-through linen dress, appliedkerap with care, slid
her feet into elegant shoes, and went downstaitsetcar.

The pregnancy test was performed with ease, andoprwed positive.
Carly drove on to the hospital in a state of sudpdreuphoria.

Ann-Marie looked really we//, her eyes bright ahihsrg as Carly walked
into her room, and her beautiful hair was beginnmghow signs of growth.
A consultation with the specialist revealed thatnAarie could be
discharged the following day.

Carly almost floated down the carpeted corridod amimpulse she crossed
to the pay-phone, checked the directory, slottedoins and keyed in the
appropriate series of digits, then relayed spemitructions to the voice on
the other end of the phone.

A small secretive smile tugged the edges of hertmas she drove into the
city, and twenty minutes later she stood complefiommalities in Reception
at one of the inner city's most elegant hotels.

The lift whisked her with swift precision to theseénth floor, and inside the
luxurious suite she swiftly crossed the room, tiftee handset and dialled a
memorised number.

She was mad, absolutely crazy, she derided asirtbeehgaged after a
number of electronic beeps. What if Stefano waanthe office? Worse,
what if he was in an important meeting, and cotiléave? she agonised as
the number connected with his personal mobile net.

‘Alessi." His voice sounded brisk and impersonad] ber stomach flipped,
then executed a number of painful somersaults.



‘Stefano.'

‘Carly. Is something wrong?'

'‘No--' Hell, she was faltering, stammering like a school@idking a deep
breath, she clenched the receiver and forced Masspeak calmly. 'I'm
fine." Dammit, this was proving more difficult thahe'd envisaged.

'Ann-Marie?'

'She's coming home tomorrow.' The joy in her vai@s a palpable entity
that was reciprocated in his.

Do it, tell him, a tiny voice prompted. 'l wanted to ring asaly..." She
hesitated slightly, then uttered the words witwsémphasis. Tove you'

A few seconds of silence followed, then his voicargled incredibly husky
close to her ear. 'Where are you?'

'In a hotel room, in the city.'

His soft laughter sent spirals of sensation shgdatinough her body. "Which
hotel,cara?'

She named it. 'lt's Sylvana's day to vacuum,' skgamed a trifle
breathlessly.

'Ensuring that total privacy is out of the questibe drawled with a tinge of
humour.

‘Totally," she agreed, and a tiny smile tease@dges of her mouth. 'Is this a
terribly inconvenient time for you?"

‘It wouldn't make any difference.’

Her heart leapt, then began thudding to a quické&ead ‘'No?'



His husky chuckle did strange things to her equiio. 'I'll be with you in
twenty minutes.'

Carly relayed the room number, then softly replatbedreceiver.

Twenty minutes, she mused as she eased off hes.sHow could she fill
them? Make a cup of coffee, perhaps, or selectll@aimineral water from
the variety stocked in the bar-fridge.

Her eyes travelled idly round the large room, rptine customary prints,
the wall-lights, before settling on the bed.

If she turned down the covers, it would look toathht, and she didn't quite
possess the courage to remove all her clothes. M&teg opened the door to
find a maid or steward on the other side? she thiowddly.

Dammit. Waiting was agony, and she crossed to the seailedow and
stood watching the traffic on the busy street below

Everyone appeared to be hurrying, and when thénbound traffic ground
to a halt a clutch of people surged across the todlde opposite side. The
lights turned green, and the northbound traffibigegd momentum, moving
in a seemingly endless river of vehicles until grebanged to amber and
then to red, when the process began all over again.

From this height everything seemed lilliputian, et watched the cars,
searching for the sleek lines of Stefano's topheftange Mercedes,
although the likelihood of catching sight of it whehe wasn't even sure
from which direction he'd be travelling seemed reamo

It was a beautiful day, she perceived idly. Theesva cloudless sky of
azure-blue, the sun filtering in shafts of brillidight between the tall city
buildings.

Time became a suspended entity, and it seemededpedgre she heard the
quiet double knock at the door.



Her stomach reacted at once, leaping almost intotim®at, and she
smoothed suddenly damp hands down the seams dfdss as she crossed
the suite to open the door.

Stefano stood at ease, his tall frame filling tiperture, and she simply
looked at him in silence. There was a vital, alnedsttric energy apparent,
an inherent vitality that was compelling, and hatsp accelerated into a
rapid beat.

A faint smile teased his generous mouth, and hes eyere so incredibly
warm that she almost melted beneath their gaze.

'Do you intend to keep me standing here?'

Pale pink tinged her cheeks as she stood to ome Bmbl, she berated
herself silently, feeling about as composed asvasiouck teenager as she
followed him into the centre of the room.

When he turned she was within touching distandghgenade no attempt to
draw her into his arms.

'l gather there was a degree of urgency in the nedzbok in to a hotel
room?"'

There was no mistaking his soft teasing drawl,therexpression evident in
his eyes. It gave her the confidence to resortitadur.

The sparkle in the depths of her eyes flared inithamt life, and she
laughed softly. Tonight we're supposed to dinevatit Sarah and James to
celebrate Sarah's birthday. If it were anyone disgpuldn't hesitate to
cancel." A devilish gleam emerged, dancing in tglet lof her smile. 'l did
consider a confrontation in your office, but theught of Renate or any one
of the staff catching sight of their exalted boseplin an erotic clinch might
prove too embarrassing to be condoned.'

His lips twitched, then settled into a sensual euliZrotic?'



‘There's champagne in the bar-fridge," Carly anoedrinconsequentially.
'Would you like some?"

'I'd like you to repeat what you said to me on phene,’ he commanded
gently, and her eyes were remarkably clear astib&l/his.

'l love you. | always have," she stressed.

‘Grazie amore He reached out and pulled her close in against His lips
brushed her forehead, then began a slow, tantglisail down to the edge of
her mouth.

"You're my life," he said huskily. 'My love.’

There was such a wealth of emotion in his voice;fsh a delicious warmth
begin deep within her as a thousand tiny nervergsdieapt into pulsating
life.

'So many wasted years,’ she offered with deeptreijights,’ she elaborated
huskily. 'Dear heaven,rissedyou.’

Her eyes widened as she glimpsed the expressibiose dark depths mere
inches above her own, then she gasped as his mmmythd to cover hers in
a kiss that left her feeling shaken with a deptbrobtion so intoxicating that
it was as if she was soaring high on to a sensoahple of such incredible
magnitude that she felt weightless, and totallyleadile.

'Don't,’ Stefano chastised softly. 'We have todeng all the tomorrows. A
lifetime.'

Her eyes were wondrously expressive as she lifexdhnds and wound
them round his neck. 'What time do you have todukat the office?’

'l told Renate to reschedule the remainder of #ngsdappointments,’ he
revealed solemnly.

A delightfully bewitching smile lit her featuregyéher lips curved to form a
teasing smile. 'We have until two, when | visit ARfarie in hospital.'



His hands slid down over her hips, and she glaneitie feel of him as he
drew her close and brushed his lips close to her\wa'll go together.' The
tip of his tongue traced the sensitive whorls, ahd shivered as sensation
shafted through her body.

A soft laugh bubbled up from her throat to emergeam exultant sound of
delicious anticipation. 'Meantime, | have a fewngl&or the next few hours.'
Leaning away from him, she murmured her pleasureedsosened his hold
so that she could slip the jacket from his showder

His eyes gleamed with humour, and a wealth of tapassion. 'Do you,
indeed?'

'Uh-huh." Her fingers set to work on his tie, thiea buttons of his shut. The
belt buckle came next, and she hesitated fraclypred she undid the
fastener at his waist and freed the zip. 'Somethiid)y imaginative with
champagne and strawberries." A bubble of laugmerged from her throat.
'It's rather decadent.’

His shoes followed, his socks, until all he woresvagoair of silk briefs.
'My turn, | think.'

With unhurried movements he removed every lastigesif her clothing,
then he leaned down and tugged back the coversthrerfarge bed before
gently pulling her down to lie beside him.

His kiss melted her bones, and she gasped as hithrbhegan a treacherous
path of discovery that encompassed every inch yeugnerable hollow of
her body.

By the time his lips returned to caress hers, theren't one coherent word
she was capable of uttering, and she clung to éager, wantingpeeding
the sweet savagery of his lovemaking.

A long time afterwards she lay catching her breatblee attempted to
control the waywardness of her emotions, then si@lve moved, affording
him a similar pleasuring until he groaned and plHer to lie on top of him.



'Minx," he growled softly, curving a hand round mape and urging her
mouth down to his. 'Keep doing that, and | won'tamswerable for the
consequences.'

'Promises, promises,’ Carly taunted gently as shimted a kiss that he
allowed her to control. Then she rose up and arbeethack, stretching like
a kitten that had just had its fill of cream.

The soft sigh of contentment changed to a fainp gashe positioned her to
accept his length, and now it was he who was innsand, watching her

fleeting emotions with musing indulgence as hehedtowards a climactic
orgasmic explosion that had her crying out his nasyevave after wave of
sensation exploded from deep within her feminineecoadiating to the

furthest reaches of her body in an all-consumingaglirable ache that
gradually ebbed to a warm afterglow, lasting loriiggrathey'd shared a
leisurely shower and slipped into the complimentavyelling robes.

'Hmm," Carly murmured as Stefano came to stanchiddmer and drew her
back into the circle of his arms. 'I'm hungry.' $lehis lips caress her nape,
and she turned slightly towards him. 'For food, ymatiable man!

'Do you want to dress and go down to the restauoarghall | order Room
Service?'

She pretended to consider both options, then éuelsim a teasing smile.
'Room Service." She was loath to share him wittoaayand although the
time was fast approaching when they must dresdesawé she wanted to
delay it as long as possible. '‘Besides,’ she teasecilessly, 'there's still the
champagne.’

Choosing from the menu and placing their order toaky minutes, and
afterwards Stefano pulled her back into his arntsteeid her close.

She drew in a deep breath, then released it sldivg. been giving some
thought to going back to work next year.'

His eyes took on a new depth, then assumed a mapewulative gleam.
'What if | were to make you a better offer?’



'Such as?'

'Working from home, maintaining order with my paperk, liaising with
Renate?'

Carly pretended to consider his proposal, tiltieglmead to one side in silent
contemplation.

'Flexible hours, harmonious working conditions, arndnate terms with the
boss?' she teased.

‘Very intimate terms,' he conceded with a slopimges

'l accept. Conditionally," she added with attempsetemnity, and was
unable to prevent the slight catch in her bre#ith.riot sure of your stance
on employing pregnant women.'

He didn't say anything for a few seconds, thenikgekl her, so gently and
with such reverence that it was all she could damary.

‘Thank you," Stefano said simply, and she smil&dla tremulously.

'If this pregnancy follows the same pattern asdtwlith Ann-Marie,’ she
warned with musing reflection/I'll begin feelingumseous within the next
few weeks.' She wrinkled her nose at him in silmour. ‘How will you
cope with a wife who has to leap out of bed andteutine bathroom every
morning?"'

'Ensure that you have whatever it is you need sath time as you feel you
can face the day.'

Carly blinked rapidly, then offered shakily, 'Didell you how much | love
you?'

Room Service delivered their lunch, but it was heotour before they ate
the food. Afterwards they slowly dressed and mae& twvay down to the
car park.



'l follow you to the hospital,” Stefano said @gignas he saw her seated
behind the wheel of her car. 'Travel carefudgra.’

'We really should stop meeting like this," Carlycldeed with impish
humour, and heard his husky laugh. Her smile widen® something so
beautiful that he caught his breath. '‘People mggiitthe wrong idea," she
said with mock-solemnity.

'Indeed?"

'Indeed,’ she concurred with a bewitching smilthifik we should limit it to
special occasions.’

'Such as?'
She fastened her seatbelt, then fired the endgdie.I'm sure I'll think of
something.' With a devilish grin, she engaged e ghen eased the car out

of its parking bayCiao, caro.’

She felt deliriously wicked as she cleared the and slid into the flow of
traffic. An exultant laugh emerged from her throat.

Anyone could be forgiven for thinking she was atress having an affair
with a passionate lover. And she was. Except Healdver was her husband,
and there was nothing illicit or furtive about thelationship.

Only mutual love and a shared bond that wouldddgetime.



