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When Della Neve went on a Mediterranean cruisensirged a rest,
not a holiday romance. Her future was already botmdVarsh

Graham, the fiance to whom she owed everythindhe ad brought
her up, moulded her into a great star, and whoddex deeply.

But on board ship Della met Nicholas di Fioro Fraiteg a charming,
rakish, devastating man of the world who treatedmeo as
playthings. Nevertheless, Della began to find Hefa#ting for him

as all his other women did; to become gradually rawthat in
Nicholas she was finding something that was missimgher
relationship with Marsh -- rapture, perhaps?

But even if Nicholas should see her as some-thiogenthan just
another conquest, how could she think of him whenmsved Marsh
SO0 much?



CHAPTER ONE

THE slim, fair girl came aboard alone, a mink coapécharound her
shoulders with orchids on the lapel. When she reddhe head of the
gangway she gave her name and cabin number totimg\officer on
duty there, and the ready smile which he had béangyto other
passengers was absent from his face as he stanedhant at Delia
Neve. Then a shy look came into his eyes.

'It's a pleasure to have you aboard, Miss Neveg&ie her a smart
salute. 'l once heard you singlia Bohemat the Metropolitan and it
was a memorable experience.’

‘Thank you.' Her speaking voice had an attractivekimess, and her
smile fingered only a moment before it was gonbe'Gothic Star
seems a nice ship and I'm sure I'm going to emjeyctuise.’

'l hope, Miss Neve, that you will sing for us oneing?"

'I'm afraid that won't be possible." She gazedigitaat him with
blue-green eyes like frozen gems, then she hanidedhdr passport
and tickets and followed a steward to her statencathile another
followed with her handcases. They went along a wieatral
companionway to the main deck and along a corndurse carpet
was a deep blue colour. A door was opened for hersae entered
the suite which would be hers for the next six veeakile theGothic
Starcruised the blue waters of the Mediterranean.

Left alone in the solitary luxury of her state aglidelia removed her
mink coat and let it fall carelessly to a whitewetlcouch, where it
draped itself like a dark- furred animal, while trehids lay crushed
beneath its weight. She wandered a moment to ttiegde and could

hear music drifting from the tannoy; a sentimemtaltz tune which

reminded her of Vienna and that wonderful evenirgrvshe had
sung in the courtyard of the Ravenholtz Castle.didrad thought it



marvellous as well, for the very next day he h&emaher for a drive
through the Vienna woods and there ...

She sighed and glanced at her left hand. On thst wirthat hand was
a slim, gleaming jade bracelet, and on the thinddr was a gold ring
set with a matching, priceless jade.

There had been no way to refuse Marsh; her hedmabiabeen proof
against the diffident, almost boyish smile on lasd when he had
taken her hand, kissed it, and slipped on to Ingefi the ring set with
a jade to match the bracelet he had given her otwenty-second
birthday. As in everything he had not questionettudy asked, for it
wd, not in the character of such a man of businessetioan
opportunity slip by. It was often said that he #&ga flair for picking
the right moment, and there in the autumn-gold spad possibly
the most romantic city in the world, he had chdssmoment well,
and Delia had drifted into their engagement agtfeming before she
had drifted into a waltz with him.

Though he was often referred to as 'face of stopdiis business
rivals and his many employees, Delia alone knewékierse side of
the million-dollar coin. She owed everything to glarGraham; her
life and her education: her career and this cruise.

This blue-water cruise which was meant to unloekldand of nerves
which had taken possession of her throat, so tinging a mere
chansonwas a torment, and the singing of an aria an isipdisy.
Marsh, ever concerned for her, had rushed hendtis Blue-Cloud
Rolls to see his specialist in Harley Street. 'dstVSheer nerves and
the natural, accumulative anxieties of the stafoperer.

A star, in fact, who had risen in the firmamentagfera with a
brilliant, breathtaking speed, accelerated by tlieamd fortune of
her guardian, the formidable Marsh Graham who wetaand stormy
evening, when she was only ten years old, had ¢pliér from the



wreckage of her parents' car and taken charge rolifadrom that
time onwards.

Discovering that she had an ear for music and &tswsce, he had
set about at once having her trained in all the aftbeing a real
singer. She had been taught to know about BachWéagher before
she was twelve years old. By the time she was $esrrshe was in
the hands of one of the best Italian teachersngjirsg in the world, a
true maestro who had firmly told Marsh that she M@ing like an

angel in the Italian operas, but since she wapuititon the lines of
Kundry and Brunnhilde, he must not expect her ingodown the

roof. Her voice was angelic, her face was lovely sine would make
a divine Mimi, and a touching Madam Bultterfly.

Marsh, ever shrewd and authoritative, had arrafgelder debut on
the eve of her nineteenth birthday, when in hisigm she was a rose
in the bud and would be the most appealing Mimappear on the
opera stage for years. Again he had picked hisegoidoment, and
Delia had sung in the arms of Rodolfo with all tiEng, innocent
pleading of a girl desiring love and being feardflit at the same
time.

Perhaps she alone knew that her interpretatidmeafdle sprang from
her own inward awareness that Marsh planned toebelémanding
and possessive lover.

Now, as the engines of ti@othic Starbegan to beat like a great
heart, and the music changedBeyond the Blue Horizolelia did
something that was unplanned and wholly instinctivehe tore from
her finger the ring which Marsh had put there atahced round
wildly for some place to hide it. On the vanity lealstood a tall vase
of exquisite white roses, and knowing Marsh had #sesse to the
ship, as he had sent the big circular box of Aastghocolates and
the small pile of the very latest novels, she wihaeher own act of
betrayal, but she could not return the ring toftmgrer, and snatching



up her handbag she swiftly opened it and droppeditiy inside, out
of sight.

Later on, when she was feeling calmer, she woytthce the ring
and resume her sense of belonging, body and soWatsh. For
twelve years she had been his ‘property’, for leimiansely aware of
what he owned and directed, but for six weeksofutrom him by
the blue water, she would be her own person.

She snapped shut her bag and before leaving hir twatvalk for a
while on deck she touched a finger to the whitesoslways white,
flooding her dressing-room when she sang, scem@ngedroom at
Cascades, the house which Marsh owned at Richmanagd not for
a waterfall, he said, but for the cascades of nataish her warm
soprano voice could produce.

Her fingers clenched about the roses, and themstted again as a
thorn stabbed her finger and left a drop of bloedaowhite bud.

Snatching up her mink coat, for it would be cooldetk until the

ship steamed into warmer waters, she flung it adtduer shoulders
and left her cabin, not forgetting to lock the ddmehind her.

Everything she owned had been given her by Mafsdrefore she
owned a lot of pretty but expensive things. Shéveéd the long

sweep of blue carpet to a flight of steps leadipgaithe promenade
deck. The evocative music was still playing, and adl visitors had

gone ashore and were waving from the wharfsidelewlassengers
leaned from the rails of the ship and waved baaking good-bye.

'‘Bon voyage!The voices blended below to carry the worésan
voyage!'

Delia stood by the rails gazing downwards at theeiuned faces and
the waving handkerchiefs, while here and there loe deck a
handkerchief was pressed to a woman's eyes akithmeved away
from the wharf in a swirl of muddy green water, lgtlihe tugs hooted



and heaved and guided the great ship on the $taerovoyage. The
music faded away and there was a silence filleth Wie crying of
sea-birds as the wharf and the customs shed arftuttezing flags
grew smaller and smaller.

There had been no one to see Delia off on her \@yag Marsh had
left London on business two days ago, and as sloel sttone on the
deck she felt an aching amazement at her own sémskef. She felt
almost like a truant child who had escaped for dendntoo watchful
parent.

Her left hand, freed of his ring, gripped the emd her heart seemed
to beat in unison with the deep pulsing of the 'shepgines. The long
trail of foamy bubbles that the ship was whipping with the
propellers seemed to be expressive of the excitetinatwas starting
to bubble in her veins.

Marsh was generous and protective, but - Deliagflogck her head in
a gesture of freedom and welcomed the coolnessakind through

her hair - but she had begun to feel as smotheyadgam in a velvet
box. For years she had been cushioned againsutfeds life, ever

since that awful night when she had lost both mo#mel father and
the tall stranger with the silver-gilt hair had gtwvéer up in his arms
and cared for her ever since.

With all her heart she was grateful to Marsh, Ihet souldn't help but
wonder what it felt like to feel the wild and glous abandon of
Mimi, or the sensuous surrender of Butterfly. Daeber heart she
hungered for romance; she longed to feel whollyeadind not merely
the cosseted singing ward of a very rich man. Skhated the
excitement, the peril, the aching joy of being roced and not
owned - owned by a man to whom she owed everythinggsilk on

her body, the shine on her hair, the polish ondperech. Her real
name had been Dolly Neve, but Marsh had changedtthéhe

glamour of Delia. Her father had been a car-assgmobtker, taking



his wife and child to the seaside on a holiday. kane had been in
the suburbs of London, and from out of a leggy gafaa schoolgirl

Marsh had fashioned a lovely, slim, talented creatvho wore her

expensive clothes witklan and who could read a music score at
glance and speak four languages. He had mouldeakshéshe were
Galatea, and she knew with what gallantry and pe#iehe had

waited to claim his reward.

At the finale of this cruise she and Marsh werdd¢omarried, and
nothing on earth would stop her from marrying hitsut right now,
right this moment she was free and afloat on tleEaoncwith no ring
on her finger, and no personal maid to watch heryemovement.
She had left Rose at the house, against the cofiédarsh, and that
was why today her fair hair was free about her farstead of
beautifully coiffured to suggest a more sophisaédaDelia Neve than
the one she looked at this precise moment.

Despite the rich darkness of her mink coat there avaertain youth
and loneliness about her, and sensing this in hetse turned from
the ship's rail to survey the promenade deck aoskttravellers who
still lingered, as she did, though the wharf wag hast to sight and
that trail of foam was already a few miles long.

The Gothic Star had cast her lines, and the wide, hungr
unpredictable waters were pulling her into a pouleembrace. She
had surrendered to the sea, and her heart, deep oeme the
graceful body of steel, thumped with powerful energ

In that moment, as excitement coursed through Dehid lit her
blue-green eyes, she became aware that she andtloereperson
shared this rather solitary end of the deck ant wie heightened
curiosity which being at sea brings to a travedlee took a glance at
the man ... he stood by the ship's rail, tall aackdn a perfectly
tailored suit, quietly smoking a cigar with a setfrtained ease and
enjoyment. Delia had meant to look away after §atig her



curiosity, but there was something about that dakgesting
silhouette against the deepening dusk of the sk teld her
attention, and held it beyond that moment when atwld have
withdrawn her gaze and not been caught staringrat h

Too late ... he suddenly turned his head in hegctlion and their
glances interlocked and the shock of it went thioiglia like a

knife. There was an ageless, almost pagan beaaty #ie set of his
head, and the strong slanting cheekbones. The esgkof his hair
was matched by his eyes, and there was a clefiercéntre of his
firm, dark chin. Every detail of the man was arrest from the

perfect fit of his grey-blue suit down to his harafted shoes, but
what gripped and held Delia was the scar on hishefekbone, for it
had the exact shape of a diamond, branded théne imlive darkness
of his skin.

Abruptly she was confused and she turned away friombefore he
could see the colour that stormed into her chegs.hastened along
the deck to the stairs, and the strangest thiradl @fas that her knees
were trembling and she felt the exact sensatidnigift that she had
felt on her first appearance on the stage. Helt ks thumping and
her skin was hot and cold at the same time.

'Signorina.’

The word arrested her and she had glanced rourdebshe could
stop herself. His long stride had brought him alhader heels and
she had a sensation of being towered over. Shpesdopalking, as if
instinct warned her that he would reach out and b#&s. 'Yes, what is
it?' she asked, and once again her blue-greenvesesfixed upon

that diamond-shaped scar that somehow set theosdaik striking

difference from other men she had seen.



'Your orchids." He held them out to her, with an @fi a suave
politeness. She glanced swiftly at her lapel and 8=t they had
become unpinned and had dropped from her coaetdehbk.

'‘Oh - thank you.' She took them with her left hafat, she was
holding her bag with the other hand, and she wasathat his eyes
skimmed her fingers and she thought guiltily of timg that she had
thrust into her bag, out of sight but not out ohchi

'So | was right to address yousagnorina.'His voice was deep, with
many subtle shadings to it. It was also cultureith yust enough of
an accent to increase its resonant appeal. 'Wegpme and |, to be
solitary travellers, or have you a family down el a cabin?'

Delia almost caught her breath aloud, for she kitrawvin the suavest
way possible she was being 'picked up' and there neaMarsh,
hovering tall and stern, to protect her from thadian stranger whose
face played such odd tricks with her usual googeseWhat should
she do? Rake out her engagement ring and putatramvent a whole
parcel of relatives?

Then, as she hesitated in her reply, he inclinedhbad and his heels
came together in a whisper of a click. 'Let meadtrce myself,
signorina.l am Nicholas Franquila, and | prefer to be caMeck by
those | am hopeful of knowing a little better. Ry you would join
me in the bar for a glass of champagne and a sah@wio stay the
pangs of hunger until dinner, eh?'

'‘No- thank you.' Delia made her eyes look cool disthterested, for
he was obviously a Latin wolf who sensed thatwhsall alone and

therefore vulnerable. 'l have to see the Purset tlaen | have some
unpacking to do. Good-bye—'



‘It can hardly be good-bye on a ship,' he brokeandonically. 'Fate
may see to it that | sit next to you at dinner; wha tell, when Fate is
also female and therefore unpredictable.’

'l assure yousignore that | am very predictable.' Delia spoke in he
coolest voice, and she looked at him with all thetbur of the young
diva.'l never drink champagne with a stranger, nor gtay any of
the usual cosmopolitan games of chance. | donlitdbat you are an
expert, and at the moment you are all alone in néadsatellite and |
chanced to come into your orbit. But this ship iaidy large one and
I'm sure you will shortly find much more dazzlingnepany than I—'

'‘But you are a star, Miss Neve, and what could beerdazzling than
that?'

Delia stared at him. 'So you knew all along whoaks®

‘Not right away,' he corrected her. 'On stage yopear to be more
self-assured, and your hair is always more soigkee. suit your
name - Lady of Snow.'

‘And you suit yours,' she flashed back at him.kNie Devil!

Never ... never had Delia been so impertinent tgoae, and he
seemed to make things worse by laughing softly @eeply in his

throat and looking at her with a dark sort of thn@ahis eyes. She
turned hastily away from him and ran down the st&ir the main
deck, and still with a sense of flight she found s&teroom and
unlocked the door with a hand that trembled sligh@h, this was
ridiculous! She felt highly annoyed with herselir fallowing that

Latin wolf to ruffle her composure in this silly walt was what he
had set out to do, and she, forgetful of all sheelearned from Marsh,
had fallen into his suave and mocking trap.

Making an effort to forget the dark and arrestiagef of the man, she
unlocked her pigskin cases and her trunk and bégdmang her



dresses, for day and evening wear, in the capadmset, with a
shelf for shoes and another for scarves and ottmrsaories. She
placed all her diaphanous lingerie in the chedrafvers, and then
stood gazing at her jewel-case for several monisaftae unlocking
it. There in the tiny drawers all velvet-lined l&ye various lovely
presents from Marsh. The set of turquoise jewelldrg pearls and
the sapphire cross, the brooches that sparkledalithe soft lustre
of real worth, and the matching diamond bracelst® drew a little
sigh, and with a curious effort she imposed the fader fiance upon
that of the patrician yet slightly wicked face betman she had so
recently encountered on the promenade deck.

Marsh could not be called handsome, but he wamgisshed, with

one of those slightly tired and clever faces, dugfdre its time by the
many responsibilities of the successful business. i@aadually over
the years Delia had seen his gilt hair become randemore silver,
and this added to his distinction. And he alwayssded in the dark
greys and blues of the English tycoon. He was &sgdeand a little
feared wherever he went, and his only real formelzxation was the
opera. Marsh knew almost everything there was towkmabout

superb music, yet he couldn't play a note on astyument, nor could
he sing in key.

Delia smiled a little and fingered the tiny jewell&an which Marsh
had given her after she had sung in that operdaptation ofLady
Windermere's Fanby the composer everyone referred to
Cavaltivani. It was well known that this was a pf@wym, and even
in musical circles no one had been successfulaicking down the
owner of the invented name. But everyone agreetl ihahad a
remarkable talent, and opera producers and siatjkesawaited with
eagerness the next piece of work from his lyrieal.p

This collection of jewellery, given by Marsh withcaurtly kindness
which had never really concealed his sense of astaetowards her,
was too valuable to be left in her stateroom, beltabdidn't relock the



case before adding her jade bracelet and her emgaeing. She
had some costume jewellery which could be worrha évenings,
and she still had this strong, almost desperateed@sbelong only to
herself while she was a passenger aboar&tthic Star.

Very firmly she locked the jewel-case and took thk precious
contents to the Purser. She returned to her qadgeling a sense of
lightness and release. She also felt a stab ofdruangd rang for the
steward to bring her some coffee and sandwich#sbd a pleasure,
Miss Neve.' He gave her a broad smile. 'My missatesion them
chansongyou recorded a few months ago. Real love songscalis
them, and a bit of a change from all that pop someg. What
sandwiches would you like, miss? There's some yoweld beef, or
you could have grouse. A gentleman ordered somila ago—"'

'‘Beef, please.' She returned his smile. 'What's yame, steward? I'd
like us to be friends.’

'It's Larkin, miss, and my missus will be downrigledighted when |
write to let her know that I'm looking after tharfaus Delia Neve. |
hope you'll soon be making some more of those ramegcords?’

'l - I don't know, Larkin.' Delia clasped her thredth her hand and
felt again the shock and bewilderment of not baiblg to break into
warm, clear song. 'I'm resting my voice at the @nésime and | just
want to relax on this cruise and not think aboutkwois it a good
trip? 1 do hope so.'

‘A very nice one, miss, as soon as we hit the waaters. We call at
some interesting ports and it's always fun to dwes It's a shame
you're travelling all alone, but you'll soon pigk with, a - with a pal.'
He grinned and hurried away to fetch her beef safthg and coffee,
and these were waiting for her on a covered tragnnghe came from
her shower, wearing a short towelling jacket tleateraled her long
slim legs, and with her fair hair damp and curknghe edges, She sat



on a little velvet chair and ate her snack; theéf bees delicious, and
the coffee brown and sweet. So far Delia was ublexl by the
weight problems of some of the other singers segkaformed with,
and Marsh had ensured that she followed a routineermis and
swimming that kept her trim and fit.

She picked up a magazine and flipped through @&nd then she
stared and gripped the glossy pages as her gazéhendark, lazily
worldly eyes of one of the persons featured imtlagazine. The man
was photographed standing beside the American dseiorine
Hunter, and the - columnist hinted that the bealforine, twice
married before, was thinking of adding to her aulen the Conte
Nicholas di Fioro Franquila, the Continental hebarbb who was
reputed to have a certain air of mystery about Hat, who was
definitely known to have had his name linked witdveral other
ladies of good fortune and good looks. 'Had he h&s&n hunted
down and finally captured?' the columnist coylyextskf her readers.

Delia wasn't impressed by his title, but she wdsiely confirmed
In her opinion that he was an experienced purstigreoladies; the
sort who cashed in on his looks and his backgr@unatied a totally
useless life chasing after heiresses and gettstabe featured in the
glossies. She felt that such men were contempditdeshe voWed to
herself that she would give him the icy brush-bfie dared to speak
to her again.

For the next hour she rested oncthaise-longuewith the ends of her
hair in the large rollers that would give a sofdarcurl to her hair
which was thick and aspen- gold. Without Rose teral to those
soignee styles she would on this trip wear herihahe simple ways
that really appealed to her. She rested her headlitite silk pillow
and closed her eyes, and though she couldn'ttieeinbtion of the
ship she had a sensation of floating away frorhealicares, and from
her guilty relief that Marsh had been too busyawel with her on the
Gothic Star.



She slept for an hour and and awoke feeling wontgnfefreshed.
This being the first night at sea, the passengere wxcused from
being too formal and she chose to wear a shottskutted dress in
dusty-pink cashmere. It was cut on the simple,guérfines of the
couture garment, and her sleek dark-honey nylodshagh-heeled
court shoes showed off to advantage her long aackfil legs. She
might have been a dancer rather than a singethecalise she was &
singer and trained in counterpoint and rhythm, whtked with the
grace of a girl with music in her veins.

The restaurant deck was below the main deck, atid peused at the
glass doors before entering. Already quite a feappeewere seated at
their tables, and she noticed the attractive detdtmne dining-room,
with glass panels etched with birds and flowergffithg a romantic
light down on to the tables. As she stood hesdamaiter came to her
side and inquired her name. He then led her tobke teor four
persons. Two of them were already there, and tracgd up briefly
from the blue and silver menus to give her a welognsmile; a
young couple who had a look of honeymoon about tt&me smiled
in return and sat down to study her own menu. &wstup to start
with, she decided, the canvasback duck with frestspand small
potatoes, followed by a vanilla mousse.

Her decision made, she sat back to take a diskoektaround the
room. Some of the male diners were gazing at hér admiring
interest, and quite a few of the women were assg$®r looks, the
cut and cost of her dress, and the possible vdltireaoral necklace
she was wearing. She wasn't certain she was remuyris Delia
Neve until the orchestra on its half-concealed dagan to playve'll
Gather Lilacsthe lovely Ivor Novello song which she had recarde
several months ago and whose sales had soarethenbest-selling
charts.

The music had almost reached its finale when &tsbgzzing broke
out at nearby tables and Delia saw that the deamtopened to admit



a tall figure in a dark and perfect lounge suitoAte the head waiter
was at his elbow, and then to her horror Delia saat the Conte

Nicholas de Fioro Franquila was being conductedigdtt towards

the table she occupied with the young couple, wkoewdiscreetly

holding hands under cover of the lace cloth.

The Conte's dark eyes were looking directly at @ednd they were
mocking her shocked expression.

'Fate,’ she seemed to read in those Italian eyesthé most
unpredictable of females.’

Delia was tensed in every nerve as he came claido sheir table,

and then with a suave indifference passed righi bye wake of the
maitre and headed in the direction of a six-person tablere the
Captain rose to greet the Conte, and where argrikioman in a
coffee- coloured dress, patterned with panels aflbggave him a
look that could only be called inviting.

As he sat down at the Captain's table, a man slipp® the seat
beside Delia and shook out his table napkin. Th®macaught her
eye and she looked at him.

He was ordinary and friendly, and his accent wasréhern one as he
calmly introduced himself. 'How do, folks. My nanseJoe Hartley
and I'm in the grocery business.' He gave a ddumpér grocery they
call it these days, and now let's see what thgyrag us for dinner
our first night out.’

Delia was later to learn that Joe had recentlyhasbeloved wife and
was taking this cruise in order to get over higigfBut right now he
was a sociable barrier, his large frame blockingtioat nearby table
and the sixth occupant of it. She had felt certhet he had been
heading for the chair beside her own, and it wadifyimg that she
had not shown a total indifference at his appro&tdw he had the



satisfaction of knowing that he had panicked hexirggand as she
remembered the mocking glint in his eyes, her chéekned and it
was a relief when the waiter brought her turtlepsand she could
concentrate on her dinner.

The honeymoon couple murmured to each other thiamutghe meal,
but Joe Hartley was a sociable soul and he keptsipady stream of
talk, mostly about food and the rising prices oémthing, but as
soon as she could escape gracefully from the nestabelia did so,
and breathing deeply the cool night air she madeway up the
double flight of stairs to the lounge deck, all deserted and lit here
and there by wall lights which cast small pooldlamination among
the friendly shadows.

Delia walked there alone for a while, and then wkbe heard a
double set of footsteps and heard a woman laughctedly, she

swiftly concealed herself in the shadows, barebabiting as a man
and a woman strolled by and Havana cigar smoke ledngith a

breath of elegant perfume in the folds of a coffemured dress
whose panels of beads sparkled softly.

‘You are a devil, Count Nicholas,' the woman sabldéou know full
well everyone has you half-way to the altar with ivine Hunter,
so don't you dare deny it.'

'l would not dream of denying you a thirgggnora,'he drawled, and
there in the shadows Delia held her evening pugaat her heart, as
if the small object might offer protection agairibie alarming
magnetism of his voice* The couple passed out e, but fearful
that they might retrace their steps in this diactiDelia slipped into
the cinema lounge and found a seat in the dimtsddraven.

Count Nicholas, the woman had called him, not NickNick the
Deuvil!






CHAPTER TWO

SUNLIGHT streamed through the portholes and struck achessilk
coverlet which had been pushed restlessly to tipetaGradually the
sunlight increased in brightness until all at oitagas caressing the
eyelids of the occupant of the bed. They flickeasdthey felt the
warmth and suddenly they fluttered open and bleemgryes were
gazing with bewilderment at the circular windows.

Sunshine ... a scent of the ocean stealing in ¢irdbe half-open
portholes ... Delia smiled and sat up stretchingdries. The ship
must now be miles from England and sailing into lhhee waters
leading to the island of Zattere, their first pofrtcall.

Swiftly she was out of bed and on her way to loaf the nearest
porthole at the blue water. She caught her breatielight, and she
knew that Marsh would have been amazed by her fudutimost
na'ive appreciation of the silky ocean met by tlearcsunlit sky, for
this was not the first time she had travelled oshig. A couple of
times they had crossed the Atlantic on one of théifers, when she
had been booked to sing at the Metropolitan, buénkefore had she
been entirely on her own.

She turned to look around her stateroom and wasusiaig her sense
of freedom when she noticed the bed coverlet on fiibh@r, an
indication that she had slept restlessly. She piagkeup and told
herself that it was perfectly natural for someam&oss and turn their
first night of a sea trip all alone.

A glanced at her small clock informed her that Bhd an hour to
spare before it was time for breakfast, which she ¢hosen to have
in the restaurant instead of her stateroom. Wk#, would shower
and dress, and then write a letter to Marsh. Itdidube posted until
they arrived at Zattere, but writing it would hedpss the time. She
glanced at her left hand, which had such a bark &ter being



adorned by the jade ring for the past few montlssihe wandered
Into the bathroom and turned on the shower, shglguvondered if
she ought to go to the Purser later on and resueering her
engagement ring. She let her nightdress slip tdltloe and covered
her hair with a bath-cap, slim and' white as sle@Ed under the
water. It seemed so disloyal to Marsh to removeritigeand have it
locked away, as if she didn't truly love him. Baitcourse she loved
him! She couldn't imagine life without Marsh toriuo when she was
in need of advice and friendship ...

Delia bit her lip and turned the shower full on,tee water bounced
against her skin and provided some protection ag&iar traumatic
thoughts.

Was that all marriage with Marsh meant to her .pratective
friendship, a guiding hand, a continuance of theusty he had
always provided for her?

She turned off the shower and as the steam cldevadthe wall

mirror she gazed at her wet reflected body and teandroplets of
water sliding down over her white limbs, her slimoslders, and
small pert breasts. Why was it that her body felthrill of any sort
when she contemplated with Marsh all the ultimat@macies of
marriage? Why didn't those shudders of ecstasy hakevhen he
took her in his arms and kissed her? She knewasteel or him, and
so her cool response to his ardour could only ntleanshe was like
her name . .. made of snow.

Out of a cloud of talcum which matched her skirfyo@e she slipped
into her lingerie, a pale turquoise colour to tevith the turquoise
tunic-suit which she decided to wear. She combetiduie and looped
it in a barrette of pale gold at the nape of heaknand because she
liked to keep her skin free of make-up when she massinging in
the heavy make-up of opera night after night, slkeeeiy applied a



light touch of pink to her lips and was ready todfdhe day ahead of
her.

It was now eight-thirty and deciding that her |ette Marsh could
wait a while she left her cabin and went up orhgromenade deck
for a walk before breakfast. Several people weraglthe same and
they gave her a cheery greeting as they passedEkgellent
morning, eh? If this kind of weather keeps up wedve a real
sunshine cruise. Look at that sea! Like liquid!silk

It was, indeed. A rich, glittering, living sheetsifk, making a silken
rustling sound as the waves slapped against tles sidthe ship and
scattered into spray as they broke on the steesbdwbreeze as
heady as wine blew across the deck, arousing appetDelia, so

that directly she heard the breakfast gong sheduto answer it and
was soon entering the dining-room. She noticeche¢ that her table
was empty and guessed that her companions of tjig before

would appear later or eat in their cabins. Joelelattad cracked a
whole bottle of wine at dinner and probably hadead', and the
honeymoon couple couldn't be expected to come dowarth, or the
deck of a ship, just yet!

Music was coming from the tannoy, a catchy Italsomg which
seemed to match the sunlight, and Delia was gaitlering her
breakfast when she caught the sound of a man wigigtiat lively
tune as he strolled into the restaurant. He hald aunelodic whistle
that Delia couldn't help but glance in his diregtia tall man in a dark
silk shirt and impeccably cut off-white trousetse strap of his gold
watch glinting among the dark hairs of his browmar

‘Buon giorno, signorina.He paused beside her table and looked
the way down at her with a quizzical air. 'Did yenjoy the film you
saw last night?'



Delia gazed all the way up at him with startledseyelow do you
know -1 mean—'

'l know exactly what you mean.' He laid his handrahe back of the
empty chair beside her. 'Do you think your compasiof the table
are likely to appear? If not, we could enjoy breaktogether.'

'Enjoy?' she murmured, and then as the music clhatma lively
song from an operetta she knew well, she brokeantorepressible
smile which shaped her cheekbones and lips intertaio witchery
and made the gemlike blue of her eyes more sundyless icy. 'l
notice your table companions have chosen to tagakifeist in bed,
and | do think it a pity to keep the waiter dashwugn one half-empty
table to another when we can share.'

‘Grazie' He sat down at the side of her and she noticedithe ease
of his movements, and she caught a breath of himmvedean skin
overlaid by a dash of tangy aftershave. She alabzesl that her
pulses were beating at a far from normal rate thatthe atmosphere
seemed to tingle with the undeniable magnetisnhefmhan. As the
waiter took his breakfast order, Delia studied fisfile. It had a
strong Roman charm, with a thrusting authorityhe tlefted chin
and the well-made nose. It was a face both sulptte pimitive,
combining the ancient lineage of him with the wiyrlohstincts of a
man who sought only pleasure from life and apoledito no one for
his way of living.

Charm ... ruthlessness ... mockery. She saw thieim lails face; she
felt the danger that emanated from him, and sheegtu a little as
she let her eyes travel down his hard, brown arenlam by the dark
hair of his maleness. If she now pushed back hair @md walked
away from him she knew she would be safe ... bshéf stayed...?

‘Do you prefer the cinema to dancing?' he askedi aarhe spoke his
gaze was upon her fingers, which were tapping ¢ontinisic being



played. 'Or perhaps you are shy and feel the neeskttle down
before taking part in shipboard activities."'

‘It was quite a good film," she said. '‘Anyway, hdid you know |
went to see a film last night? You were deep inveosation with a
glamorous lady when | saw you last.’

'l have sharp eyes,' he drawled, sitting backsrchair and regarding
her with those eyes, which also had the dark serssgoality of the

real Italian gaze, seeing women as women and ngp@snents in a
war of equal rights. 'l caught a glimpse of youtloa lounge deck a
moment before you concealed yourself in the shadwas the doors
of the cinema. Lady of snow, from what are you rograway?'

‘Not a thing,' she denied swiftly, and was glad thahat moment the
waiter brought her bacon and eggs to the tabletran@onte's grilled
salmon roes on toast. 'Shall | pour your coftegnore?’

‘Grazie.'The sun flashed on his knife as he cut into higlfo
‘Cream and sugar?' She held the little jug poi®ede his cup.
'‘No cream, two lumps of sugar,' he said decisively.

'Of course.' She handed him his cup and there wasg of avoiding
his eyes, until she swiftly dropped her gaze ta thamond scar on
his cheekbone.

‘All women wonder about it,' he said, a softly miogknote in his
voice. 'lt isn't a sign that | am one of naturemglers. It happened
when | was a child; my nurse dropped me and | ktnugface against
the corner of a radiator, which was so hot thatied like a branding
iron. Do you find the mark ugly?'

'No - no,signore,of course not. It sets you apart - it's unusiksd,the
mark of a star.’



'‘Not the mark of a sinner?' he drawled. 'ltaly pasduced a fair
proportion of sinners and saints, and | am suredamit think of me
as a saint.'

‘You are Nicholas Franquila, one of the Casanovaési®world, are
you not?' She smiled a little as she ate her bacam sure that you
chase Lady Fortune with all the enthusiasm with ciwhcertain
English gentlemen chase the fox.'

‘And which do you prefer,signorina, the fox-killer, or the

lady-killer?' There was a smile quirking the ed@déis mouth as he
asked this question. 'Ah, | take one look into éhwsde eyes of yours
- so exactly the colour of the sea - and | knowahswer. You are a
girl of ideals, and you have decided that | cowdglar measure up to
any of them. Well, | am not going to try, but | @ming to ask you to
give me some of your company while we are fellcavéllers aboard
the Gothic Star Will you do that, Delia Neve?'

‘And why should you want me to, Count Nicholas?hfe artistry
of her training Delia imitated the seductive tolméshe woman he
had walked with last night, and probably kissedhat door of her
stateroom. 'Do you find it necessary to make avglvictim of every
woman on board?'

'‘Not every womansignorina,only those who please my Italian eye
And as he spoke in the deep, gravelly voice with uhderplay of
mockery, his eyes minutely examined her, takinganthick fair hair
at the nape of her neck, the pure line of jaw &mnoat, the silky skin
over the fine collarbones revealed by the squacklime of her tunic.
'‘England is a land of roses, but you are one ofilies, slim and cool
and reserved.'

At his words, at his look, it took all of Delia'®@ness and acting
ability to appear unimpressed. 'More coffee, sigfbr



'If it has not become chilled," he said dryly.

Their eyes met as she poured it, and they hadighldWhat are you
afraid of?' he asked. 'That if you are seen wittyme reputation will
suffer?’

'It's possible, isn't it?' She thought fleetinglyMarsh, who would not

regard this suave and slightly wickednteas very good shipboard
company for her. 'l expect there's a photograpbea and you are
fond of appearing in the papers with your congqyests you not,

signore?'

‘Do you think you are about to become one of mygoests?' There
was in the smile that flickered on his lips the @ity of a man who
had never yet had any difficulty in getting his owuay with a
woman. 'Or do | glimpse a small shadow of fearaoneyes - fear of
me, or of some other man who would not care toyseg name
linked with mine?’

He struck so uncannily close to the truth that ®alimost cut her
finger on the fruit knife she was using. Her nergasge a jolt and the
knife clattered on the plate and sent the rosyeapkittering in the
Count's direction. He caught it adroitly, and Détieked at him with
the wide and accusing eyes of a girl who felt Heéegd¢he mercy of a
temperament never met with before, which drew lespde herself
and scattered her composure and made her behava §khoolgirl
again.

‘Why, signorina, do you plan to tempt me?' he drawled, with
significant look at the apple.

'‘No, signore.'She stood up with sudden decision and dropped |
napkin to the table. 'I'm going off to the declstbwith a book and |
don't plan to tempt anything but some relaxatiomame on this



cruise for the sake of my nerves, and you - yolelsaway of setting
them all on edge. Good morning!'

‘Arrivederci, signorina.’

Not if | can help it, she thought, and she marah@f the restaurant
in such a fury of determination that she almostidedl with a lean
figure in uniform. 'Sorry!"

'‘Oh, sorry!" they said in unison, and then he gaskght laugh. '"You
are brisk this morning, Miss Neve. Are you dasloffgo join one of
the deck games?’

'‘No, I'm off to get some sunshine." She smiled backim and

recognized him as the young officer who had welabimer aboard.
'It's such a gorgeous morning and | don't wantissma breath of that
sea air if | can help it. Can we expect this sbweather to continue?'

‘All the way to Zattere, according to the forecallis blue eyes
regarded her with admiration from under the pedki®bfficer's cap.
'‘Will you be going to the dance tomorrow night, Misleve? The
Captain always gives a landfall dance the nighoigefve arrive in
port and it's always a lively turnout. | thoughtvell, if you are
planning to go, you might save me a few dances2fas of yours I'd
be awfully honoured.’

'You're on, Lieutenant. | like to dance.’

'I'm sure you dance almost as well as you singsNilsve. | only
wish—'

Anticipating his wish Delia lightly touched his siee. 'l didn't mean
to be rude yesterday, but I'm under doctor's orersst my voice for
a while. I'm very flattered that you enjoy my simgy



'‘Along with lots of other people,’ he said warmyell, | won't keep
you from your deck-chair - my name, by the waysteve Ringdale,
and it really is a great pleasure to meet yout tfoiesn't sound too
fulsome, | think you're the nicest person we havehe Gothicthis
trip.’

'How kind of you to say so - Steve.' Delia was canfused by this
young man as she had been by the man she hadefush lthe
dining-room. He was so English and sincere thatsih&in't help but
like him. 'I'd like it if you would call me DeliagOn this trip | want to
be just a holidaymaker and not a singer.'

'l understand - Delia. Then I'll see you at theadéh

'l shall look forward to it." They smiled and pattand before going
to the upper deck Delia went to her stateroom tectoa book and

her writing-case. She would write to Marsh while gimjoyed the sun
and let him know how good the weather was. In heseace

everything had been made tidy and the water hadl tleenged in the
vase which held the white roses. As she lingereatitoire them she
thought of what the Conte had said about her statvas more like a
lily than the usual English rose. She was in nobtldiat he had a
store of phrases with which to flatter women, anthwa touch of

defiance she cut off a rosebud with her nail- scsand pinned it to
the collar of her tunic. It was as pretty as waxiast the blue

material, with that suggestion of innocence whiclargh had so
carefully guarded in Delia herself. It was the kafdnnocence which
she knew would act like a magnet to a woman-chaset,so she
wore Marsh's rose as a talisman against the pag&naNd his dark

attraction.

Up on the sun deck she found a secluded cornergvgthe proceeded
to laze away the morning, with the sun warm onlégs and arms as
she wrote her letter and read her book. Just arthen@¢orner from
where she sat she could hear the children laugdmicigplaying and



splashing about in their very own pool. It was sett@e background
to her thoughts, and there was the added assutfaatcgophisticated
adults weren't likely to come up here.

Suddenly a child ran round the corner of the dexkthen came to a
halt as she caught sight of Delia. A red ball ke Delia's feet and
she leaned over to pick it up and held it out o ¢hild with a smile.

The little girl hesitated and then came forwardidn't know anyone
was here,' she said. 'You did make me jump.’

'l am sorry about that, but | thought if | kept allff quiet you
children wouldn't mind me being here. | do hope gon't?'

'l don't mind." The child approached a little near&sually the
grown-ups like to have fun with us out of their wajre you a
mother?'

Delia shook her head and her smile deepened. "Ndrdvelling all
alone. This is a very nice ball, and you must nake it doesn't roll
into the sea.’

'‘Oh, my mother would buy me another,' the child saiily. 'She has
lots of money, | think, for everyone says | neweckl for anything
because my father gave her lots of alley money wWigewent to live
with Aunt Luella.’

‘Alimony,' Delia murmured, and she found herselhdering which
woman on board was the divorced mother of thigyo#tild with the
slightly sulky mouth.

‘Can you swim?' the child asked. 'If this ship wamivn | wouldn't be
able to swim and | would drown. | don't like thetaralt frightens me
and Momma gets mad with me. She says if | gronoupeta wilting
Winnie she'll disown me.'



'I'm sure you'll grow up to be very pretty and lwesaid Delia, and
she wondered how a woman could treat a child'ssfearsuch a
flippantly cruel way. 'What makes you afraid of thater? It can be
great fun when you learn to make a friend of iteasl of an enemy.’

'It's all wet and clutchy and it tastes horrid.eTdhild gave a shudder
and sat herself down on the foot of Delia's detlgirc 'Momma is
never alone and likes lots of company, but she &hthat fond of
children. I'm going to stay with my grandpa and ayt, who make
wine and live among lots of grapevines. | shantidnit'll be better
than being away at school all the time.'

Cliildish words which yet painted a very clear ireagf a selfish
woman who wished to enjoy life without having thetter of her
small daughter.

'‘Look,' Delia spoke impulsively, 'how about you and going down
to the cafe to have ice-cream and cake? I'm fepkogish and would
enjoy your company.'

'‘Pistachio with nuts?' The child leaned eagerlyfod and the sun
showed a dusting of freckles across her small nbseyou mean it? |
wouldn't be a bother?"

‘Sweetheart, you'd be doing me a favour. I'm albgnlonesome, as
you can see, and | don't care to go and eat iGycvdathout someone
to keep me company.’

'‘Why are you all alone?' The small fingers touctimedrose on Delia's
tunic. 'Haven't you any boy-friends? Momma has latsl she's older
than you and she covers her face with a sort &f @ieam out of a pot
with a bee on the lid. She looks nice when she twdsbut you look
nice without anything on your face ... all sortsmhooth like rose
petals. Are you divorced?'



'Heavens, no!' Delia rose to her feet and gathaexdbelongings
together. 'I'm not even married, and | do assutetigat not all wives
and husbands are unhappy together. It just meatsatman and a
woman must be right for each other and then notbarggo wrong
and because they make each other happy, they rhakechildren
happy as well. Now how about telling me your nameve can be
real friends?'

'I'm called Honey.' The child bit her lip. 'lIt's#ély name and the girls
at school joke about it. They say | ought to ba pot.’'

‘Well, | think it's rather pretty. It matches thelaur of your hair,
Honey. My name is Delia, so now we've introducerdelyes we can
go and have our ice-cream elevenses.'

Honey giggled and fell into step beside Delia,when they reached
the brightly painted cafe they found it noisy araly gvith lots of

teenaged members of the cruise en-joying Cokesi@asl at the

cane-plaited tables. Delia glanced round for a natable, but they
were all occupied, so she bought big ice-creamsémreHoney and
herself and they strolled along the promenade datkg them. The
child chatted about her grandfather and her widoswed, and Delia
gathered that their vineyard home was in Italy, simel couldn't help
but think it a good idea that Honey be brought hugre instead of
being a boarding-school appendage of a mother wloed to renew
her youth in a variety of flirtations with men.

Delia and the child paused beside the rails to hwvdie sun making
silver patterns on the water, while at the sterardhstreamed a
multi-mile tail of foam, looking, Delia remarkedké a great feather
boa dropped overboard by a duchess.

Honey burst into young laughter, a trill of hapmysd that pleased
Delia immensely. She was fond of young people,Hautlife with
Marsh had rather excluded their companionship,aanshe gazed at



the eternally moving water she realized how mucinef life had
been spent with music masters, singing teaches$,adinsorts of
rather serious people involved in the world of sieal music. She
had not, after the age of ten, gone to schooldtker children but had
learned her lessons with a tutor. Later on it haginbMarsh himself
who had taught her to be a composed and graciauggy@woman. A
taste in good clothes had gradually been instiled her. She had
learned to appreciate all the arts, and to plaga@diand at bridge.
Her entire personality had been moulded by Marshsuit his
demanding and rather fastidious tastes, and Datiadain that spiral
of rebellion making its way through her body as sto®d at the rails
of the Gothic Starand found how easy and enjoyable it was to amu
a child.

'‘Honey,' a voice suddenly carolled, ‘what are yougl down here? |
told you to stay up on the sundeck until I cameyfmu.’

Delia and Honey turned from the rails at the samme,tand Delia
immediately realized that the woman who companioN&tholas
Franquila was the mother of her new young frienaj &ere in
daylight she looked as glamorous as she lookediigist by starlight.
She wore a pale orange denim blouse with full tdateeves held at
the wrist by small buttoned cuffs. This was teamél a suede skirt,
and her dark hair was held in place by a filmy geascarf. Her lips
matched the scarf, and her almond-shaped eyes staelia with a
disturbing animosity at their depths.

'Really, you've been feeding the child with iceacnreand now she'll
eat no lunch! | do wish you well-meaning single vesnwould leave
the welfare of a child to its mother. Honey, youtvat messy stuff all
round your mouth and you look a perfect little splee

'Oh, | don't know,' drawled the tall man at heresidnd he was
looking down at Honey with a pair of darkly smilireyes,' your
daughter is at the agsignora,when she can wear goo all over he



mouth and still look fetching. | see, little ondat you have been
enjoying the green pistachio ice-cream which | vemych loved
myself when | was your age.'

'Did they sell it all those years ago?' Honey adked her eyes huge
and serious as they took in his lean, towering resk.

'Oh yes," he said, with equal seriousness. 'Thaghi® ice-cream has
been made in Italy since the days of Michelangatd, there they sell
it in the streets from coloured carts with parasbiading them."

‘That's all very well, Nick,' Honey's mother bemttipe the remains
of the ice-cream from the child's mouth, 'but ifuybad as much
trouble as | have getting her to eat her mealswouldn't talk that
way. She has the appetite of a bird.'

‘Well, you will both be lunching with me today, lsmust try and coax
Honey to eat like a young bear.' His gaze movedjaly to Delia,

who found herself gripping the rail and steelingsled against the
charm that was so lethal when he chose to destroyoman's
defences. 'lt was kind of you to take Honey undmrrywing, Miss

Neve. | expect Camilla is like most mothers andnesrunduly when
it comes to her offspring."'

'I'll take your word for itsignore."Delia couldn't keep a dry note ou
of her voice, and as his black eyebrows begando, @he turned to
Honey and bade her goodbye. 'lIt was kind of yondyoto keep me
company. | hope we shall see each other againdah@ a good girl
and eat your lunch.’

'‘Delia—"' Honey reached out for her, but Delia wdlka@ and couldn't
look back at that expressive young face. She felar body the
tension, the held-in anger against Camilla, whgrfed such mother
love and concern in front of ‘one of her boy-frisnés Honey called
them.



Delia knew that it made her extra angry that thesent boy-friend
should be Nick Franquila. Despite the rumours tletvas almost
engaged to Sorine Hunter, he quite obviously cdustay away from
other attractive women. Fury stabbed as Delia thougf his
conversation with her at the breakfast table heiimagined he was
going to add her scalp to his belt, then he wdsnm surprise. The
ice-cold shoulder was due to the Conte, and D@lpomted herself
the person to do it. From now on Nicholas di Fiéranquila was
going to have some of his ego cooled down by thgeropt of one
woman at least!

It was at this point in her reflections that Ddheard the patter of
small feet running after her. 'Delia ... Delial .want to come with
you!' a young voice cried out.

Delia swung round and there was Honey running mweake, and
striding behind Honey was the tall figure of then@ He swooped
and caught hold of the little girl and swung heihts shoulder. He
held her firmly there, while very deliberately radsto Delia:

'You seem to have a way with yaignorina.A way of stealing the
affections.’

'l don't mean to steal the affections of anothemaw's child.' Delia
gave him a cold look, and Honey a warm smile.seé you again,
Honey, up on the sun-deck. But right now you musagd eat lunch
with your mother and thgignore.’

'l want to eat my lunch with you.' Honey struggtedthe shoulder of
her captor, but his lean hands were too strondgpéorand she could
not escape ... and there was Camilla hurrying ito tjoe trio in her
white cork-soled clogs. When she reached them fies &lazed
annoyance at Delia.



'It's easy enough to seduce children by givingitiheir every whim,'
she said sharply. 'In future, Miss Neve, do youdwaaving my child
alone?'

'‘Why, are you afraid that she might learn how ke la little kind
understanding?' Delia could not hold back the wotdsHoney
wishes to be friends with me, then | have no intenof ignoring her.
| should like to add that she is less likely torteselfish habits from
me than from certain friends of yours.'

And with this parting barb, aimed at Nick Franquilselia ran down
the stairs to the main-deck and the colour was bigher cheekbones
and her blue-green eyes sparkled with temper.

As she entered her stateroom and breathed the asbtha white
roses, she realized how alive she felt, and howluwad in the
emotional traumas of life.

The protective wall which Marsh had built around ¥was no longer
there to keep her her from being hurt, and frortfigg back when
she was hurt. Now she was verymuch on her own, shredfelt
exhilarated by the way she had dealt with Camaliad with Nick ...
the devil! He, had stood there enjoying the enceyrihe fair child
high on his shoulder, and the demons of his amuseh@ncing
behind the thick dark lashes of his Italian eyes.

Delia's delicate brows gathered into a slight frasrshe dropped her
book and writing-case to the daybed. There was gonge about
Nick Franquila from which she shrank, a ruthlesspes strange
awareness of something that made him hard and.crtmiards
women. Yet she had to admit to herself that hedpad#en to Honey
as if he cared for children, and knew how to hartioden.



The man was an enigma, she decided. He most adfihiad a past,
but she was one female on board this ship whotdodnh to delve
into it.

Such delving struck her as foolhardy as diving aver side of the
Gothic Starinto the bottomless ocean ... he was as deemts.tas
dangerously enticing and destructive.

She read again the letter she had written to Marghadded as a
postscript that she was missing him very much.&lued a kiss and
knew he would smile his firm-lipped, rather sericamsile and that
look of indulgence would creep into his grey eydew very nice
Marsh seemed in comparison to that dark Italiai wécrets buried
deep in his eyes. How safe, and how reliable, withthe future
firmly arranged for her, with no pitfalls for her stumble into.

She changed into a white pique dress for lunchexahwalked to her
table looking cool and composed. Joe Hartley rasenee to greet
her. 'How nice you look, Miss Neve! You've put afge on my
appetite, just to look at you. Had no breakfasteq! Had a bit of a
thick head.'

'‘Really, Mr. Hartley?' She smiled as she sat ddiwonder what
could have caused that? The sea air usually blomasy all our
cobwebs.'

He gave a hearty laugh and looked at her with siisemmused eyes
as he sat down in the chair which had been occwgaidbr by a much
leaner and more sardonic man. 'Giving me a bit ldrming
chastisement, eh? I'll admit it, | do hit the bot@ trifle hard these
days, but it's out of loneliness, my lass. Themesght harder than
being lonely, and you're lonely in a crowd when yose what's
closest to you. Can't make out why a good-lookialdige yourself is
taking a sea trip on your lonesome. Care to tetham who's old
enough to be your father?"



And so all through the meal Delia talked to Joeudltioe present loss
of her singing voice, while he talked about theslothis much loved
wife, and so absorbed were they in their convessathat to an

observer it looked as if the willowy girl in whiteas fascinated by the
middle-aged man with the rather worn face lit bya@ of sea-blue

eyes.

At the end of lunch they left the dining-room tdgatand went to the
lounge-deck to drink their coffee.

Suddenly, as Joe clipped and set a flame to hiarcige said
something which shook Delia more than she caresthéov. 'Life's a
long, bumpy road, my lass, and some of those buwrapsshake us
pretty hard. But a mighty big compensation alorag tiead of life is
the finding and the getting of the prize of realddrom the right
person. And it's a funny thing, lass, becausegldect partner is not
always the way we imagine he, or she, ought tolbmake no
pretence to good looks, not with my bulk and mybag pate, but my
Maggie loved me, and she was pretty all her dagsidChave had
any man she looked at, but she took a shine tonah¢he gloss never
wore off that shine, thank heaven. Well, what layisg to you, lass,
Is this. You'll never be truly happy with just arear, and | don't
reckon for a moment that you've really lost youiceoWhat's going
on inside you is a sort of rebellion against theter. | bet it's been
your whole life up till now, making so many demarttat you've
never found time to have a real romance with soméon

Joe leaned back in his cane chair and took a lafigaphis cigar. 'If

you were my daughter, and as | said before yowvag enough and
I'm old enough for such a relationship, I'd giveiyhis advice. You
have a bit of fun on this trip ... there's no plake a ship for inducing
feelings of romance, especially when the starsshnging, and you
can take it from me that no man or woman reallgdiwuntil the heart
inside them turned over at a certain touch, orstinend of a certain
voice. We just go through the motions of living,tbis love that



brings us truly alive. You take my word for it. &dh twenty-two years
of true love, and | bet you're about that age laven't yet felt that
young heart of yours turn over, eh?’

Joe studied her face through the smoke he was matkien he said
gruffly: 'It's been all music but no song in theahgeh? Not yet, but it
will happen, you mark my words."'

'‘But—' Delia half-opened her lips to tell him thasix weeks she was
to be married to a fine man, and then she swallaWedvords, and
they watched together through the curving loungedaws as a
seabird came to the rail of the ship and hovereckthke a white and
black sculpture.

‘Beautiful,’ Joe murmured. 'Makes me wish | cowdap’

Delia smiled, and thought that in his bluff way Wwasn't bad at
painting with words an epigram that lingered. téen all music but
no song in the heart, eh?'

She caught back a sigh as the graceful bird fleayaaver the bright,
silky water, for she knew what Joe meant ... tHensi lovely,
exciting song of the heart's rapture, heard aridbfél by those who
fell headlong in love ... a devastating, emotiojodl to the senses
which she had never felt... and might never bamsdto feel, for her
destiny lay with Marsh Graham.

'‘My Maggie never liked the water and that's whyneger took a sea
trip together.' Joe spoke with a gruff note of ss#nin his voice.
‘Then in the strangest way it was getting soakeddskin that led to
her death. She ran out in the pelting rain to fatca hurt bird from

our garden and she didn't stop to put on a coatpair of overshoes.
She took a chill and within twenty-four hours pneuma set in, and
she proved allergic to the drugs they used andigtke | ask why a
good deed should be repaid in that way; why a &mtlunselfish soul



like Maggie should just close her eyes and be giaséeto a man in

that marble sleep. Surely it's here on earth wivereeed the angels;
heaven by now must have its share of those aftemiarid wars and

a dozen minor ones. There's no doubt about it, lafesis a hard and

bumpy road to travel.’

'‘But let's hope,’ she leaned forward and presselldnd, 'that for the
next few weeks the sea runs smooth for us.'

Joe smiled at her words and his fingers reversddhad hold of hers,
and they were sitting thus, in a friendly sileneen a man strolled
past the windows of the lounge and happened tocglam at the
couple in the window seat. His dark eyes narrowetisdared, and in
that moment Delia glanced up and met the gaze sbamed to
penetrate the glass, burning through it to brirsm@den heat to her
cheeks. Then he quirked an eyebrow in that ininytatbcking way
of his and walked on along the deck, leaving inNage the smoke of
his cheroot, a small cloud in the sunlight.



CHAPTER THREE

DELLA dressed for the dance that took place the nigbt&éandfall,
applying her favourite perfume before slipping inta
champagne-coloured gown with full romantic sleeaesl a soft
neckline. She had been to the Purser to collecjallernecklace and
matching bracelet, but once again she had leftitlgeto be locked
away. She turned from the mirror to avoid her owwse and slipped
her feet into her gold-coloured dancing shoes.

Joe Hartley had asked to escort her to the ballyoamere a buffet
was to be laid on for those who didn't wish tadsitvn to dinner, but
when the little chime on her clock struck nine, iBe&lecided that he
had forgotten all about her and was probably engpyhe company
of a bottle of wine. She took up her silk cloak amding it about her
shoulders and decided to go to the ball on her dwa.young officer
Steve Ringdale would be there, and tonight shdikeltdancing and
losing her cares in the music and the laughter.

As she made her way along the carpeted corridbetstairs, she was
unaware that she had the look of a lovely ghost. dééden shoes
made no sound on the blue carpet, and her clomknséied softly
about her slim figure. Her aspen-gold hair was drda&ck softly
from her brow, the wide sweep of her fine dark egels, and
jewel-bright eyes. Her mouth was softly painted] acial make-up
intensified the clear beauty of her features.

She smiled a little to herself as she mountedtiiessfor this part of

the ship seemed deserted and she might hav« beenlthpassenger
on board ... an illusion abruptly dispelled as shended a bend and
saw the silhouette of a man against the ship k@itdined by the stars
that were let loose in the sky in great silver @us reflecting in the

sea so that it glittered like frosted glass.



The sudden sight of another human being startléd Bed she gave
a little gasp ... at once he swung to face hed itlaa white tuxedo,
black narrow trousers, and a wine-red tie abovestiwehed ruffles of
a white dress shirt. His lean face had the distoncof a fine

sculpture, and his black hair was as well groom&dhia graceful
body. And he stood there in his raking darkness lkk sort of
inevitable threat to Della as she crossed his path.

A little wind blew off the sea and brushed her #irand she told
herself that was why she shivered.

'So it is you,signorina.'His words broke the silence, spoken in th:
faintly accented voice like dark honey strewn vgthvel. 'For a few
seconds you looked almost unearthly and | thoughvas being
haunted by a ghost.’

'‘Why should you be afraid of ghosssgnoreé' Delia just managed to
keep her voice steady. 'Surely only sinners céray fear about with
them.’

‘What makes you so sure that | am a sinner?' Harb&gapproach
her, treading as silently as if he walked on vepeaat/s. '‘Are you one
of those so far sheltered English girls who beligvat a man of
foreign appearance is automatically a rake? | cbaltkss so than the
fatherly type who lulls you into a false senseexfigity, patting your
hand and smiling with a tired charm, as if all des$s spent and he
needs only a daughter.'

‘You have a cruel tongue!' she exclaimed. 'If y@ouw&ferring to my
friendship with Mr. Hartley, then it might interegiu to know that he
recently lost his wife, whom he loved very muchd & is sincerely
in need of sympathy. You wouldn't understand whétels like to

love someone, or to miss them so much that it Notsre too

wrapped up in yourself and your own pleasures—'



‘Mia, you are getting so het up that some of your Ehgtie might
melt at any moment.' Swiftly he reached for her ook her by the
shoulders and she found herself as helpless igripsas Honey had
been the other day. It would be an indignity tagtle with him, for
not only would she be the loser, but her dresshemdair would be
disarranged and she had taken such pains with py@easance.
Temper flared in her eyes as she flung back hedt hed looked at
him. With her every fibre she wanted to hate hiot, the vibrations
from his touch and his closeness were not thosepafgnance. They
were electrifying, as if all at once her body hadne into contact
with a vital force beyond the control of her mirdforce of strength
and personality that made her knees go weak, a alashing
sensation which filled her eyes with a look of dhas they fixed
themselves upon his dark, distinctive, and threateface.

As he read her eyes a little flame of satanic amese kindled in his
eyes. 'You must be a little innocent if you judg®ple by what is
written about them by malicious gossips in the dald,’ he said.
'‘Would it not be kinder of you - and | feel sureuyare a kind girl at
heart - to get to know me before you presume tgguue? There is
every chance that | might strip your soul to itsgavhite gloves, but
there is also the chance that we might becomesrds. Won't you
take a chance and see what develops, Lady of Snow?'

‘What do you mean - take a chance?' She stood &ethis hands
with all the dignity she could muster, in view betcrazy trembling
of her knees. What the devil was the matter witt? If&he had not
reacted like this when she had sung for her fipgra producer; she
had been cool and in complete control of her lichd there had not
been a quaver in her voice.

‘Let down your guardsignorina.Let yourself enjoy my company - if
| am not totally obnoxious to you. Am I?'



As he asked this question Delia felt his eyes up@nhair and her
face.Feltthem as opposed to merely being looked at by a hamas
her own disturbing reactions to his personality akhshook her so
much - after all, she had lived in close conta¢hwiforceful man for
a dozen years and should be as unshaken as thefw@ina by this
Latin playboy.

'l am sure you have had too many successes wittewaoncare very
much what | think of you,' said Delia. 'l am alsmeinced that you
know your own degree of attraction and wouldn'eoczery much if |

found you unattractive. Personally speaking | prife- haired men.’

'l am not asking you to fall in love with me,' hgained, an edge of
mockery to his voice. 'l am merely asking you taneoand dance
with me - and later on, around midnight perhapsnaly ask you to
spend tomorrow with me, when we go ashore to see dnthe
wonders of my country, Venice.'

‘What about Camilla? Is she making up a third?id>=duldn't keep a
tart note out of her voice, for he had spent adeaount of cruising
time in the company of the attractive divorcee drmd young
daughter. 'Or are you feeling in need of a change?’

At once his fingers dug into her shoulders andfiamehed before she
could stop herself.

'l have asked you to come and see Venice with rnause | had the
iIdea, perhaps a mistaken one, that you would be nexeptive to its
ancient beauties than Camilla, who is a thoroughdglern-minded
woman. | believe this to be your first visit to Vemand | thought to
act as your guide, unless you have already madagements to see
the bride of the sea with your friend Mr. Hartley?'

In a flash Delia was tempted to say that she wasggo spend the
forthcoming day with Joe, but even as the wordsectorher lips, a



stronger compulsion took hold of her. A compulsimeyond her
control and one she would surely regret later on.

'It's quite true,signore.l have never visited Venice before and |
would be interesting to see the place with someshe knows it
well. Guided tours are not quite my cup of tea.’

'l thought not,signorina.' His hands relaxed on her shoulders, b
they didn't withdraw and Delia tautened as she Hfedt fingers
stroking the silk of her dress, which was of sudinaness that she
felt as if he were stroking her skin itself. 'l Gdmost feel your bones,
Miss Neve. Tomorrow we must dine on some of thalldeshes and
get a little flesh on your frame."

'I do apologizesignore for not being as plump as a Latin woman
she retorted, and her voice was a little on ed¢gr diat startling
touch of his fingers... more of a caress than grloeation of her
fine-boned shoulders.

'‘No girl could be so different from an Italian womahe drawled, a
sardonic amusement in the Latin eyes glinting dawmer in the
mingled starlight of sky and sea. 'It is like compg the moon to the
sun. The sun is warm and so it seems close touighb moon is
silvery cool and often in hiding. Ah yes, you sefan more like

Diana the moon goddess than you are like the gaddenFar more
difficult to reach; far less generous with your m#n. You are well

named, Delia Neve.'

‘My real name is Dolly,' she said on impulse. ‘#sxhanged to Delia
for professional reasons - and now shall we gohto liallroom,
signore?"

‘You are impatient for us to dance together?"' lagvthd.

'‘No! | happen to fancy a sandwich and a drink. Ireohan airy-fairy
creature who can dance on a lettuce leaf, forhall you think me



skinny." With a haughty flourish of her cloak Deti@ade along the
deck to where light was streaming out from the gjlaanelled doors
of the ballroom ; music was playing and people warattering, but
there was a momentary silence as Delia enteredrabmn with
Nicholas di Fioro Franquila, looking every inch tha&tin aristocrat,
and with a slight smile on his lips that indicated was feeling
pleased with life.

Greetings were called out to him, but he merel\imed his head and
gave all his attention to Delia by removing heragl@and revealing
her in her pale-gold dress, by handing the cloakn@ttendant and
letting it be seen that he was her escort.

There was bound to be comment, and a few headsdtoncatch the
reaction of a certain brunette wearing a sleek slmchmering red
dress with black velvet piping around the bodicd #re medieval
sleeves. Her painted eyes glittered like the jewelser ears as she
met the slightly malicious glances of those who hadun to think
that she had captivated the Conte. But his suddpaasance at the
side of the reserved English singer seemed to atelithat he had
grown bored with the attractive divorcee and hadtched his
attention to the lovely, cool, fair creature whalleo far spent her
time in the company of the bluff Northern busineasrwho looked
old enough to be her father.

On any cruising ship a certain amount of gossipsgetulation goes
on as to who will fall in love with whom during tlteurse of the trip,
and Delia, as she accepted a glass of Romani €omtiNick's hand,

was well aware of the glances being shot at hertheadnan who

stood selecting his own sandwich after servinghigr turkey- breast
on thin slices of rye bread.

Delia tried to look unconcerned as she ate hervgighdand sipped
her wine, but she was inwardly perturbed. There aasy chance
that someone on board knew ofher association welnsh Graham,



and she hated the thought of gossip filtering dackim. After all,
she had . not done a thing to encourage Nick, addben the reverse
of the usual come-hither female of his acquaintaReghaps it was
her reserve which had challenged him, but right stv could do
nothing about shaking him off. Having entered tladirbom with
him, she must now behave as casually as if he d@ee or Steve
Ring- dale.

In that moment she caught sight of Steve amongddheers, and she
gave him a quick smile. He held a young blondesrahms and after
returning Delia's smile he shot a look at Nick'd@vshoulders which
spoke volumes. Even in dress uniform Steve indic#tat he didn't
feel up to competing with the Conte, and Delia irea that this
attitude would be general among the men at theejaarad tonight
she would find herself the exclusive partner ofi\tcanquila.

She met his eyes, and his eyebrow arched andotusiitked.

‘Camilla is looking gorgeous,' she said, delibdyatAren't you being
cruel to neglect her in front of all these peoplé®y know you've
been courting her.’

'I've spent a little time with her,' he contradecieelia, the quirk to his
lip deepening. 'But when a woman begins to act asd owns me,
then | react like the hermit-crab and retreat tostngll. It is the Latin
In me, signorina. Though | have lived in America for the past fev
years | remain Italian. You comprehend?’

‘Indeed,’ she said dryly. "You like to do the chgsiou prefer to call
the tune.'

‘Yes, and | like very much the tune which the ostieeis now
playing. You know it?'

Delia glanced across the baroque ballroom to wtierenembers of
the orchestra had broken into a walbchone Roseso lovely, so



evocative of Vienna and the candlelit days wherets\whad danced
all through the night.

‘Come, lovely Doll, dance with me." Nick held opeis arms and
Delia entered them in a sudden mood that desiredement,
harmony, a few minutes of being wafted back toddngs of romance.
She felt Nick's arms tighten about her, holding teehis tall, lithe
body as they danced. She had guessed that he aldood dancer
as he was a Latin, but what she had not foreseen hga own
response to him as a partner. She loved to dand¢@bwalways found
Marsh a rather stiff and formal partner wheneveythad danced
together at a supper club, or at the home of ongi®fbusiness
associates.

But Nick was neither stiff nor formal; he had graee instinctive
response to the rhythm of the music, and he hel @s if she were
part of him so their steps matched perfectly anchearn, each
variation in the waltz was a delight she could chery.

As the waltz neared its end, Delia knew that Niiginalled to the
orchestra leader, and instead of going into somgtimodern the
musicians kept on playing Strauss music and soerdémce floor
was crowded with couples, young and old, driftimgrom other parts
of the ship, from the cinema and the smoke room thedtavern,
where the teenagers usually flocked. It was asnibta of nostalgia
had been struck into life, and soon the dancersspdieéd out on to
the deck and were performing the polkas, mazurkaks vealtzes
under the stars that swarmed in the sky.

‘Nick.' Delia spoke suddenly, a fine flush acrossdheekbones and a
sparkle in her eyes. 'You are possessed of a sarizardry, aren't
you? You lift your finger and everyone falls ungeur spell.’

'‘Not mine,nina. These people are under the spell of the inimitak
master of music, the great Strauss, Johann the son.



'‘But you were the one who signalled the orchestgoton playing his
gorgeous music. What a surprise! I. thought you treat
sophisticate, Nick.'

‘You think too much, Dolly," he mocked, and withr@t ease he
waltzed her out of the ballroom and along the dedl they came to
a corner and he whirled her around it into the sadidush and the
play of the soft night breeze rising off the caltwes sea. They were
now in semi-tropical waters and the stars seemggebj more like
diamonds than the frost motes that glittered owethern waters.

Della stood speechless at the rails of the ship fafidher entire
person humming with the loveliness of the night amh the music
of another time. She had never felt so alive, aay still, as if like a
star she were suspended on that Milky Way to th&cpaof heaven.
She felt ravished by the beauty of everything, anarNick beside
her, and yet unaware of the shining elegance obwerperson in the
starlight.

Nick was as silent as she, gazing at the oceaihsaging a memory
there. They no longer touched and were held apathé first time in
hours by the enticement of the star-made shadolwsr and velvet.
A remotenes had fallen upon him, which mystified dascinated
her. The pallor of his tuxedoed arm lay within tea€ her hand, and
yet he seemed a thousand miles away, lost in tipghsleof his
thoughts as his eyes dwelt on the sea far belowenthey stood. The
music drifted faintly to them, and Delia slowly med her head so she
could see the starlight on his profile, not softgnbut defining
something almost pagan in the shape of his bondkegislant of his
black eyebrow, in the clefting of his chin.

She had been determined to think of Nick as a eynitie, seeking

his worldly pleasure at the expense of other pedpletonight she
had danced in his arms and felt him to be far nmor@an than she
had believed. He had sensed fr&tchone Rostat the dance could



be elevated from the ordinary to the highly enjdgadnd he hadn't
hesitated to use the influence attached to hes tiht merely to amuse
himself but to please a large number of people.

Suddenly he stirred and his eyes had captured'®ghae before she
could withdraw it. 'We both heard him, eh? The &ofsilence.'

She nodded. 'Chekhov described it beautifully, smaall silence that
we somehow fear to break. Do you think an angdiyrdaes fly by?'

'How would a sinner know?' he murmured, a littleckeidness

creeping back into his eyes. 'Angels and devilstdaep company as
a rule; it makes for an uneasy relationship wherattgel is trying to

pin wings on the devil, who is doing his best tqpsthe wings off the

angel.'

'Like a naughty boy pulling the wings off a motslie murmured.
'‘What drives you to it, Nick? You can be - nice.’

'‘Nice?' He laughed with soft irony in the starliglvies, when it suits
me, but not when it suits other people. That isdifference between
a sinner and a saint."'

'‘But doesn't it feegood,Nick, to be good? Being bad can only sot
the soul.'

'l am not interested in souls - least of all thelsd a lovely woman. |
live for today, nina. For tonight - look how the stars over the se
create the illusion that the water is all limpidatence. You and | are
really aware that if this ship went down at thismamt, all that
heavenly loveliness would turn to hell.’

'‘Oh, how cynical you are!" Her hands gripped thie aa if she felt the
sway of the ship and the stab of fear that it igginig over. 'Now
you've spoiled all my pleasure in tonight!'



‘The pleasure of the dancing is already a memioeysaid, and there
was a strange moody note in his voice. 'Yesterdagplieady a
memory, for it is now midnight. Doll, will you spdrtomorrow with
me, if | promise to be as nice as | am capable=ofg®’

Delia gazed at the sea and still felt shaken bycthel way he had
shattered her mood of delight in the dancing amdnilght. Instinct

warned her to refuse him, to walk away now, anddothat for an

instant she had caught a flare of pain in his @jen he had talked of
yesterday being but a memory. Was it possibledrsddness lay in
Nick's past; a memory of which he never spoke butkhaunted

him on a night such as this, now the music was atifl the stars
hovered in silent, eternal witness to all sins alhdorrows?

Her heartbeats quickened, for the stars over tle cseated a
dangerous aura of romance, and she was such aenekien it came
to dealing with a man such as Nick Franquilal‘tan't decide right
now,' she said, backing away from his tall, dadufe. 'Let's wait
until the morning, for you may be in a different agoby then and
may wish to accompany someone else—'

'‘Be quiet!" His hand shot out and gripped her l®yhist, and the
moody charm was banished from his eyes and replacadlittering
anger. 'l want your answer right now, so is it geso, and | assure
you it won't keep me awake if you say you can'tpke® company
when we go ashore tomorrow. | merely thought ithhlzge enjoyable,
but if you think otherwise then you are at libeitysay so. | shan't
toss you over the side of the ship for having & afilyour own.'

‘My. liberty feels threatened,' she said. 'Do yawnénto take hold of
my wrist as if you'd like to break it?"

"You should beware of arousing temper in an Itakamorina.He is
not such a cool customer as your Englishman.’



'‘My Englishman?' Her pulses leapt and for a shoditiel moment
she wondered if he knew about Marsh.

‘Don't tell me,signorina,that you have been so sheltered that y«
have never had an English boy-friend.' His cyneas swept her
from head to toe. 'You dance a little too well, ainelss a lot too well,
to be able to protest that you have never beerntexbuin my life |
have sometimes met the career woman and she lesisizn diamond
hardness which you have not. You are much morephétype, with
a chameleon quality to you, a changing aspect frmmming to night.
The career woman has a way of keeping to the sameé of thought,
the same hairstyle, the same style of costume. iShahy the true
career woman gets along so well in business, bediesmen with
whom she deals can be certain that she will nalenig change from
a totally calm and collected person to a flushédiggling pretty
moth, more than a little afraid of life. When filssaw you, Dolly
Neve, | thought you might well be one of theseltm&a maidens, but
no icy careerist melts for a child, or gets furiatith a mere man. She
is above all that, with three-quarters of hersalbraerged like an
iceberg. She doesn't feel as yourmoa. She is not emotional enough
to care whether a man is nice or nasty. Whethgohks to the devil or
the angels.'

‘And you think | care where you are going?' Det@med. 'And do
stop calling me Dolly! My name has been changedi gmdfer it that
way!'

'l shan't ask who changed your name for you - ab, flashall ask no
guestions except one.' He gazed down at her andaskdrom his
eyes that she intrigued him as much as he intritneedHe was like
no other man she had ever been allowed to meet,shadwas
probably a rare female in his view because she'tdidrow herself
into his arms. As she felt his fingers pressing imer wrist the jades
which Marsh had given her, she wondered what hddwvgay if she
suddenly told him that she was engaged to oneeofithest men in



England; a man so kind, so protective, that ihadlbody she already
belonged to, him and could not allow the physicitaation of
another man to blind her to Marsh's superior gealiof mind and
character.

Marsh could give her protection and security atlllie ... a man like
Nick could only fill her eyes with star- shine am@ak her heart as he
had doubtless broken other hearts.

'‘What is in a name anyway?' Nick lifted her wristdastudied the
gems encircling them. 'Woman is a mixture of Madorend

Melisande, and it is according to the man she thwti is his effect
upon her which will bring out the angelic or theridg. Nothing is

more deceptive than the appearance of a persomnjgichow you

remind me of a Florentine portrait in that charmguaid dress, with
your pale hair drawn away from your wide eyes dreddefinition of

your cheekbones, softly shadowed to the soft fairaf your lips. A
man of collective instincts would be unable toseadding you to his
gallery of valuable objects, no doubt as the lowelgtre-piece.'

'l find your kind of flattery too sardonic to bensere,' she said, and
again a thread of shock ran through her body afingers seemed to
press with secret meaning against the jade bradalé&ct, | don't ask
for flattery from any man.'

‘All the same, it's nice to get it, eh?’
'If the compliment is meant kindly.'

'‘And you doubt my kindness? You think | have aenidi motive in
admiring your appearance? Come, do you think | piasteal the
Mona Lisa when | stand in front of it at the Louarsd feel a thrill of
national pride that a countryman of mine paintezlglorious thing?
As a matter of fact | have not the collector'siit | like to look, io
touch, and then | walk on to the next charming ctbjé prefer to



travel lightly and my way of life can be enjoyablenever ask a
woman to share it, only to participate for an haura day.'

'‘Does Sorine Hunter know that?' Delia couldn'tsteasking.

'Sorine is like her name," he laughed softly. ‘&lke collects trophies,
but my head belongs on my own shoulders, and Irikepelt just
where it is, on my own back.'

'Is the rogue tiger running away from the huntreBgHa quipped.

'‘No," he said, and the smile at the edge of histhvas both mocking
and a little cruel. 'l am bored with the new waatt | am returning to
the old one. | want to smell the cypress treesmgai which the
nightingales come on a still night. | desire Italgre than | desire any
woman.'

And strangely enough Delia believed him and sawnaigiahis eyes
that flare of pain that drew him back to Italy psrhaps, it had once
sent him away.

‘Are you wondering why | take the long route wheooluld have
taken a jet?' he asked. 'The truth is that | wasggim, and then while

| was in England for a few days on business, adri& mine who was
taking this cruise fell ill and | took over his daong. The little things
of fate,signorina.We should not have met but for my friend's attac
of jaundice.'

‘Jaundice?' she exclaimed, and thought of Julids 8@ conductor
friend of Marsh's who was to have taken this craisd would, as
Marsh had said with his serious smile, have kdpeadly eye upon
her. But no, it must be a coincidence. Marsh anck Niranquila
weren't likely to know the same kind of peoplesteaf all people in
the musical world. It was just an odd little strdkat jaundice should
attack Julius.



"Your face has the pallor of night flowers,' Nickirmured. 'l think |
must allow you to go to bed, but first | will hawey answer with
regard to seeing part of my homeland together. @owish for this
or not?'

'Yes - why not?' Delia spoke on impulse, and thtiistthought of
Marsh to the back of her mind. After all, what hactould come of
spending a day in Venice with a man who neededigihdie didn't
put it into words, a sensitive appreciation of dygng charms of the
ocean's bride?

'‘What time would you like me to be ready in the niiog?' she asked.

‘The ship will arrive at Zattere about seven o'kJ@o make it as early
as possible. | shall come for you at the door airygtateroom and we
can go ashore to eat breakfast at a cafe on tazed®ia.'

'l shall enjoy thatsignore.Until the morning then.'
‘Allow me to escort you to your room—"

'l have to collect my cloak from the ballroom—
'‘Please wait here and | will bring it to you.'

Delia watched as he strode away and went out &t sigpund the
corner of the deck, and now she was alone sha &ltlden coolness
in the air, a sea breeze that touched her barearatktirred the silk
of her dress. Several minutes passed and Delidetbtn follow Nick
to the ballroom. She had half-turned the deck wétes came to an
abrupt halt and drew back swiftly into the shadolgk's height,
and the shimmer of pale silk over his arm, made inimistakable.
The face of the woman who stood so close to hinidcoot be seen,
but Delia felt certain it was Camilla who detairtech and held him
in low-voiced conversation. Delia gave a shivelf bbcold and ljalf
of annoyance. Well, she wasn't going to stand attweme developing



a chill while he resumed his flirtation with Carailland turning on
her heel Delia fled away in the direction of thairst, her sleeves of
transparent silk billowing like wings that seemedarry her swiftly

to her stateroom. She closed the door with a auatify behind her,

and she refused to open it when he finally camedandhmed his

knuckles against the panels.

'‘Go away!' she muttered, as she kicked off heridgrghoes. And as
if he heard her words he went, and when she daregddn the door
she found her cloak carefully folded on the bluget As she picked
it up a slip of paper fell from the silky folds. &kwas half inclined to
rip the note into pieces, but curiosity overcame flessh of temper
and she read the words he had written on a smgé p&n from a
pocketbook - his book of telephone numbers, no loub

‘Buon riposa,she read. 'Untidlomani.Nick.'

The nerve of the man! Did he really imagine - @amehtDelia bit her
lip and realized that he would keep her to the psershe had made
with regard to their day together. Camilla, he hsald, was
thoroughly modern- minded, which meant that olddngs lichened
from centuries of lapping water were rinar glass of wine! Delia on
the other hand, being slightly old-fashioned, wdr#dbound to enjoy
the waterwornpalazzosthe marble statues and the many bridge
under which the black and creaking gondola wouldiegimanned by
a Venetian in a striped jersey.

The trouble was her own certainty that she woulgyeall these
things, and she didn't much like the idea of beang of a group,
hustled from one place to another before she Imagl to absorb the
beauty and history of one of the world's most |elgen cities.

Delia felt a sense of dilemma as she preparedddr but it wasn't
until she was turning off the lamp that she wascstiby a disturbing
thought ... was it jealousy she had felt up thereéh® deck, seeing



Nick with another woman just after he had spentoist part of the
evening dancing with her?

Was that why she had flounced off to her stateraoinh refused to
open the door to his knock?

Her cheeks suddenly burned and she buried heiirfadeer pillows.
Dash the man! He had come like a catalyst intachegfully planned
life, and she felt certain his vast amount of edgere would have
told him why she had flounced off without sayingpdamight to him.
She tightly closed her eyes and willed herselbtgét about him, but
such was the charisma of the man that still shedhieia voice, still
she saw his face, and only by falling asleep wasadlie to escape
from him.

When Della awoke in the morning she felt at oneedtiliness of the
ship and guessed at once that they were at ras$teimarbour of
Zattere. She tossed aside the bedcovers and rdahetmearest
porthole, which framed a scene that made her decbreath. There
on the blue water bobbed the painted boats andldnek, high-

prowed gondolas, and it was like looking at an ated photograph.

They were now in Italy and Della told herself tfratm now on she
must adopt alolce far nientattitude of mind and not worry if she
could help it. Did they not call Venice the cityadnsolations, where
one's troubles could be drowned for a while?

In that instant there came a tap at the door aedrshke for a second
or two, until a key-ring rattled and Larkin chedifftentered carrying
a tray on which stood coffee and biscuits. He tduk liberty of

winking as he set the tray down on the table. Thent said you'd be
needing these, miss, as you'd be going ashore &anlyhave a nice
day for sightseeing, for sometimes when we've ptd port here
there's been a mist hanging over the lagoon. Spsmitof place is
Venice, not like any other city, with somethingiedad and nostalgic



about it. You know, like an actress who's beeriftern her day but is
now falling apart. You'll like Venice, Miss Nevesjiecially them
dashing gondoliers with their tenor voices!

Della smiled and tied the sash of her robe. Skee o appear quite
cool about the Conte, and even said casually: ilt e very
interesting to see the city in the company of afidh, and | must
admit that I'm looking forward to going ashore +ather afloat.'

'‘Funny way of living, isn't it, miss?' Larkin gried. 'Doing your
shopping by boat, and having your bread delivaneddbhasket. | don't
know what my missus would say to such an arrangenvgall, |
wish you a happy day, Miss Neve.'

‘Thank you, Larkin.'

After the steward had gone Della drank her coffestate a couple of
biscuits, still standing there by the porthole whiframed the
sea-green ocean and the blue sky. It was kind gfaak she thought,
the way the sea had taken on that green tingeasthila water seemed
to mirror with greater clarity the coloured sailstloe fishing boats,
and the gilded prows of the gondolas that stood ime along the
shore, many of them with strange emblems paintetherneck' of
the boat, either as decoration or as some soharhtagainst storms.

Then as her little clock chimed Delia realized tehe had better
bathe and dress for her sightseeing tour with thet€C She hurried
into the bathroom and took a shower, after whiaine#he problem
of what to wear for the day. Later on the sun wdoddeally warm, so
after inspecting her wardrobe Delia selected asdo¢svhite eyelet
embroidery, so simple to look at until she putnf when against her
lightly sea-tanned skin the dress became rathemstg. Pleased
with her fresh, crisp look, Della arranged her laio a chignon and
stabled the glossy gold bun with a jade pin. Slea #pplied a light
make-up, slipped her feet into pique court shappetl the contents



of yesterday's handbag into a pique purse, spragad a
lily-of-the-valley perfume and feltready for anyceninter.

It was as she was pulling on the dusty-pink glovkegh matched her
shoes and bag that Delia took a long, reflectiw lat her bare left
hand.

In the beginning she had left off her ring in a mad slight rebellion

against the sternly tender restraints which Maith imposed upon
her. But right now instinct was warning her thawviés becoming
rather dangerous not to wear her engagement malgslee had almost
decided to go and collect it from the Purser whHesrd came a tap
upon her door and she knew from the leaping ohlkeves who had
come to call for her.

Masking her nervous tension with an air of compeddelia walked
to the door and opened it.

‘Buon giorno,'he said, and he took in her appearance in one d
sweep of his eyedBéne | see you are all ready and waiting!'

'‘Good morning,signore.'She restrained herself from looking hin
over and kept her eyes upon his face. 'l didn'‘hwe keep you
waiting, for | know how impatient men become witlomen who
dilly-dally over theirtoilette.l imagine it will be quite warm later on,
so | hope | have dressed sensibly?’

Again his dark eyes flicked her slender figureha trisp white dress
complemented by her dusty-pink accessories, runshamgn the slim
length of her legs and up again to her pale hairbtue-green eyes,
and her softly painted lips.

"The word sensible does not apply,’ he said, wihght smile.



'‘Oh - do you think I'm all wrong for a day out irenMce?' As always
she couldn't quite fathom his smile and what Idyiteit. ‘It wouldn't
take me long to change, if you care to wait—'

'l would not have changed a hair on your hesadnorina,,nor a

single item of what you are wearing. You ldo#dlissimaand | shall
have to guard you well from the roving eye and hahay fellow

Italians. | would suggest, however, that if you é@ sunhat it will
save you from the hot rays of the sun when it buown on the
water. | have already secured for us a gondolaxanshall do a tour
of the Grand Canal after we have had breakfast.’

She turned quickly away from him so he wouldn'tlse& the colour

rose to her cheeks at his compliment. How much mwaningful it

sounded to be called beautiful in Italian! Marsd béen admired her
appearance, but in a way which had pleased heoutitimaking her

feel shy and confused. She knew herself attractitreout being vain

about it, but Nick made her feel as if never betoad a man really
looked at her, seeing not only a pleasing imagehmishape of her
bones, the arrangement of her features, the caloditexture of her
hair and her skin.

Her hand shook slightly as she opened the buitardrobe and took
from the hat shelf a brimmed straw with a high anaecorated by a
bunch of artificial cherries.

'‘Will this do?' She braced herself to face Nick ahdwed him the
hat, which she had bought the other day in onkes§hip's boutiques
for wearing on deck when she sunbathed. Having adalr skin she
had to be careful not to burn, and the ridiculoas lild taken her
fancy because it was so far removed from the ¢ipie of hats which
she normally wore.

She half expected Nick to burst out laughing, bstead he said the
hat was charming and exactly right for Venice. féh&s nothing



solemn about the bride of the sea. She is gay dititesamoral and
does not approve of those who are too formal. Hatarmight well
becercare la vitaSeek life, don't run away from it.’

'l am suresignore,that you have taken it for your own motto,' sh
said, and as she preceded him from her staterodrntuamed to lock
the door after them, she felt the look he was gvrer, slightly
mocking and sardonic and at the same time admifhg. warned
herself that he knew all the tricks of getting unithe skin of even the
most worldly woman, and she, despite her carearsaisger, was not
a woman who knew much of men. The motto of Marsh thiat work
came before pleasure.

But Delia couldn't suppress her own sense of pteastien the firm
hand of Nick assisted her into the gondola whicls veatake them
across théaguna.A water-worn but lovely old craft, decorated witt
gilded sea-horses at either side of the seats.eTéwats each had e
single arm and were made comfortable with fringeshons of red
silk. The gondolier as he took up his stance afteldlithe great oar
from its carved rest had a look of sun-darkenedegnaa loose white
shirt, dark trousers and a red- striped bandanatdi® head.

As the oar struck the water and they moved awagedudly from the
jetty where thésothic Stawas moored, Delia relaxed in her seat ar
let thedolce jar nientdeeling sweep over her. 'You think too much
Nick had said, and it was true. The time had camnésleling, and she
smiled and thanked Nick for this her first tripargondola.

'‘One should always see Venice for the first tima gondola,' he said,
very much at his ease in his seat, the light gféysosuit making even
more emphatic the dark distinction of his looks. Would be
unromantic for you, Delia Neve, to arrive in a wabelis like any
ordinary visitor to Venice.'



'‘But I am only an ordinary visitor,' she said lightYou don't have to
pay me the usual charming complimerggnore.l shall be quite
happy to be treated as a tourist lucky enoughye h&knowledgeable
guide. You don't have to - romance me just becsesice is one of
the most romantic cities in the world.’

'‘Would it not make a happy change for you to bemanced?' he
drawled. 'Always there is something a little sesi@bout you, as if
you are afraid to let yourself be young. | am gaimguess that you
have had imposed upon you this serious air andogratath it there
lurks a hidden gaiety. | warn you that the insidionagic of Venice
will search it out and bring it to the surface aftér today. Lady of
Snow, you may never be the same again.'



CHAPTER FOUR

"You—' Delia took a deep breath of recovery, 'yoakm that
prediction sound more like a threat.’

‘Do 1?' He gave her a suave smile. 'That is becaussgow the
witchery of Venice, and | know the vulnerability @fvoman.’

*You will not find me vulnerable,' Delia rejoineand as she looked
away from his worldly, knowing eyes, she caughtfhist glimpse of
San Marco, the sun on the marble columns ofcdr@panile,with
hundreds of birds flying around the wondrous clusfedomes and
towers. And she heard the bells ringing acros$the-green water,
as if every day in Venice were the blessed dayuoidgdy.

'‘How very lovely! The words came softly from hgas, like a prayer,
and she knew the wand of entrancement touchedshtires glided
nearer all the time to the great stone mansiongtanstrange narrow
houses that grew out of the sea itself, as if bgimpaand her heart
whispered that this was a city to which the loneyne, and the
lovers. It cast an undeniable spell, for the beafiiyall was trapped
in the water, softened by the ever-moving mirrothaf sea, the scars
of time made less harsh in the warmth of the Itedian.

The sun flashed on the mosaic cupolas of San Mdhm,great
cathedral of Venice, and Delia caught her breatiander. 'So very
beautiful, so unbelievable that it could ever simkay into history.'

‘Today we won't talk of what tomorrow may bringicKspoke with a
sudden ring of steel in his voice. 'One of the $filegs of Venice is
that it has none of the torments of road traffid emotor fumes. A few
odd smells, perhaps, but nothing damaging to eydéummg. Our

gondola is now turning into the Grand Canal, whidldulates like a
serpent through the city, but one without a stirtgcided at first that
we would take prima colazioneon the piazetta, and then |



remembered a small place just off the Canal wheisemuch more
secluded.'

‘You don't say?' Delia gave him what she hoped avagsienching
look. 'Is there any place where you have not made to a woman,
Nick?'

'Let me consider.' He lounged against the red oashand his lean
hand trailed the water. 'Ah, | have never donensodornfield, where
there are too many ears about.’

'‘Funny man!" She glanced away from his eyes, farethwas

something about his wickedly amused smile which enlagr tingle

from neck to toe, as if she had been numb for g tone and was just
beginning to come alive all through her body. Alht she looked at
seemed to glow with a vibrancy and a beauty she rexer

experienced before. All of this was so real anadhaible, entering her
very being even as she breathed; penetrating laet aed melting

those tiny icicles which seemed of late to havemgraip like a

barricade around her emotions.

Tears filled her eyes and she knew not why, clugidner lashes so
the waterside houses quivered like their reflegtionthe Canal.

‘That is the Byzantine church of the Salute." Nocknted out the

church as they passed it on the Canal, a rotundanated by a

lovely dome and bell-tower, with groups of stongela round the

base of the dome. 'And to your leftgnorina,is the Palazzo d'Oro. Is
it not a captivating place - all set for romancetragedy?’

‘The Palace of Gold,' she murmured, and the brsiates shone like
gold as the sun licked across the roof of the hoBsside it ran the
stairway streets, the overhanging balconies, amdttings of laundry
that in Venice did not detract from the general air rakish

romanticism. It was, she thought, like gliding badlo the past when



spurred heels had rung upon those cobbles, andagahing women
had hung from those casements and plucked a flbwer a pot to
throw at a dashing young man in a cloak.

A man, she thought, with a face all dark angles @dsive bones,
with a smouldering devil in his eyes, and a leasitet jaw. A man
who would have looked not unlike Nick, minus thdlveeit modern

suit and the tailored brogues. Irresistibly a pietaf Nick in a dark
cloak, with the hilt of a sword jutting from itsléis, sprang into her
mind and a smile sprang to her lips.

'Is it a jest for sharing?' Nick drawled quietly.

Yes, it's quite an innocent ongignore.|l was picturing you as a
Venetian rogue, living in and out of the shadows] the smiles of
gay women.'

‘The founder of the family fortunes wasandottiere put of course
you had already guessed as much, eh@oAdottierein English

would be a sort of swashbuckler licensed by hig kmplunder for
gain and glory, sharing the same with his king xchange for
eventual respectability, a title, an estate, amy Vigely a wife of

good blood. That is how titled families come intaséence in most
countries, even in yours, Miss Neve.'

'l am sure of itsignore,'she said demurely. 'Except that sometime
an exceptional business man or politician will banged a title in
England.’

'‘And do you know of such a man?' he asked casualiman who has
earned his glory by sheer industry instead of meleing born a
descendant of eon dottiere?"

'I might," she said, airily, her gaze upon the amdoed lion-gold
facades along the waterfront. 'Venice in days dpneust have been
the most intriguing city of the world. Those oldquzes look as if they



have been witness to many an intrigue. Just lodkade secretive
court- ways and those cypress trees; such placssbathaunted.’

‘Yes, thepalazzosof Venice have their ghosts,' he agreed. 'It was
city of poets, martyrs, voyagers, and pirates. Veftgn must a
denouncer have glided up those secretive flighttegfs and placed a
letter of denunciation in one of those lion-mouttséats you see in
the walls. The Inquisition was in operation in@#tholic countries in
those days and this was also a dangerous citydoni'

'‘Have you a Venetian backgrourstgnore?'All at once she felt very
curious about him and wanted to know which partalyy he came
from.

'l have a Venetian grandmother,' he said. '‘But4 arn myself in
Tuscany and so | am pulled between the primitivaubeof that land
and the mystic appeal of this place. Listen tddlés. They ring at all
hours and that is why the thousands of birds arestess.’

There they flew in enormous flocks above the IeNvers and the
spires, the metallic glint of their wings againse blue of the sky.
They added to the poetry of the city, and everywlieere were stone
drinking cups for them.

‘The angeli santiof Venice,' said Nick. 'Each Venetian believed th
when he dies his soul takes flight and remainsenivt in the shape
of a bird. It's a romantic idea and in keeping with people of this
out-of-the- world place. It threw out its web loago to your English
poets and to our Latin lover&/enice is there, sitting on the shore lik
a beautiful woman condemned to die at nightfallvays one feels
that about her, yet still she fights for life aridl she enchants those
who come to her." A small, strange, half-bitter Isntwisted at the
edge of Nick's mouth. 'Venice is a ravished drd&m,love itself.'



Delia remained silent when he spoke of love in tisoding way,
and she kept her gaze on the stone lion they passédte edge of a
palace landing stage, waiting there in stone granaéh its left front
paw raised upon a stone ball as if to pretenditimaight be playful.

Nick, she thought, made pretence that life wasnaegalayed to rules
that women such as Camilla understood. But todayoday he
returned to Venice in a mood that was not playBdmething had
happened here which had made a lasting impressidino ... Delia
felt so certain of this that she couldn't beaotuklat him in case there
was curiosity in her eyes and he mocked her fortvwgno know his
secret.

She didn't want to know it, she told herself fidyc&he didn't wish to
become that inquisitive about Nick Franquila.

The gondolier bent gracefully to his shinijggro, the great wooden
oar that sent the gondola in a straight gracefgl through the water.
Erect and well-balanced as a cat the Venetian swhmdpng black

boat around a bend of the Canal and Delia glimpget looked like

a small red palace set among shaggy cypress tneeatance Nick
said something to the gondolier and they begafote down and to

glide in the direction of some worn steps with watsirling over the

lower ones, leading up to a landing stage.

‘This is the Caffe delle Rose where we shall saigl Nick, and when
the gondola was held still by thferro in the .firm hand of the
boatman, Delia was helped to the steps by Nicki@na moment she
felt a strange unsteadiness as she mounted thidya $tone jetty. She
guessed it was the flickering images of the housdlse water that
made her feel wobbly, but by the time Nick mourttesl steps to her
side she was feeling steady again.

‘You were right,' she murmured. 'It does look seetl’



'‘And are you unnerved and wishing you had playdd sdth the
other sightseers from the ship?' His hand curvel®uher elbow and
he began to steer her along a lichened path leddirige cypress
garden in which stood thigalazzo caffef dark-red stone overhung
with vines in which grew an abundance of small egold flowers.
Gothic windows set within cages of scrolled irottgd from this
mass of greenery and gold. Narrow pointing towessllct be
glimpsed, and small, hidden patios where birdsada heard, but
there seemed no human beings about, no friendéydba waiter and
the white glimmer of a cloth covering a breakfatte.

‘The place is closed,’ she gasped. 'We can't gakfast here!

'‘We can,’ he drawled amusedly. 'This place is runmly cousin
Angelo, and though it doesn't open for others urdon, for us it is
open at any hour. As you see, it is a sipalazzgbut such places are
not easy to keep in order unless they are puté¢parsgd Angelo is an
energetic fellow with a number of accomplishmehts.has a chef's
diploma, a degree in accountancy, a fine singingeyand a jovial
manner. He has therefore made the Caffe delle Bosattractive
paying proposition without altering its charm inyamay.'

‘Then you intended to come here from the momeneWehe ship?'
Delia paused under the long leaves of a weeping wlmere a great
clump of cyclamen grew wild, and gazed up at Nickhwondering

eyes. He was, she decided in that moment, a man emfuayed

playing subtle games with a woman. There were shaoke
Machiavelli in him, and to love such as he would lize losing

oneself in a maze of darkly beautiful trees clippstd fascinating
and frightening shapes.'Perhaps." He shrugged hhey-alpd

shoulders and lifted a hand to the cyclamen, ateyaontrast to the
pink flowers. 'l had first to judge your reactiamYenice, but | felt
fairly sure that you were not the type to wantitcasa table on the
piazzetta,sunning yourself in men's admiring glances angisg

iced Cinzano.'



‘Thank you,signore' she said drily. "'The women you have know
have not been very—' She broke off and bit herfépwho was she
to judge other women when she had left off her gageent ring and
pretended she was free to come here like this anthalianconteof
risquereputation? A man in whose dark eyes she had onteiae
glimpsed a tormented devil?

‘Shall you and | come to a small agreement?' hedadkyly. 'If you
will forget my other women, then | shall forget yather man - just
for today.'

‘What do you mean?' Her body tensed and her mied arwarning.
‘What other man ?'

'‘Why, Signor Hartley, of course.' Nick's reply wvassmooth as silk.
'‘What other man would | mean? | have only ever geeron the ship
with the good Joe, and he is old enough to be fatber. He is the
type of man with whom you feel safe, eh?' With me jeel out of
your depth. | make you curious, but | also make gdittle afraid.'

'l should hope | wasn't that much of a ninny,' Balcoffed. 'But | do
admit that you're subtle and unpredictable - redily true that this
place belongs to your cousin?'

'l invariably tell the truth,' he drawled. 'As ne&tof fact my Venetian
grandmother lives here as well, and after we hakebreakfast you
might like to meet her. She is a charming old ladyd being fond of
music she will enjoy meeting a singer.'

'Oh - you did have all this planned,’ Delia excladn'l can't believe
that you suddenly decided to come here—'

'l assure yousignorina,that my decision was quite sudden.' His har
came down suddenly from the cyclamen and he grifipeddh's left
shoulder with a sort of restrained anger. 'If yashato leave without
meeting my cousin and my grandmother, then we sloadio. It just



seemed to me that your visit to Venice might becéed if you met
two people who spend their lives here.’

'Of course it would!" At once Delia was strangebntrite, for all
along she had sensed that Venice held a certaironyefior him, of
bitterness or sadness, and he might not have rteearsit this small
family palazzoset among the graceful yet rather sad cypress. tiee
shall be happy to meet your relativesgnore.'

‘You are sure?' He gazed down at her with thoseirtisgly dark

eyes set in that lean face with the diamond brarmedhe left

cheek-bone. A face that told her - perhaps wareedHhat there were
deep passions within this man, akin to the sedofakess, and
stormy. 'Do you feel that | am like Aidoneus cangylyou away from
the sunlight?

‘A little," she admitted. 'But | shan't worry sam¢pas you let me go
again.'

‘You want only a day of my time, eh? Poor Prosexjhiad to endure
six months of the dark lord's company.' The saemile slanted
across Nick's face. 'l wonder what sort of a woryau would be if
you spent six months in my compangielo,don't widen your eyes in
that shocked way! | am not asking you to dorsaa, though | am
sure there would be most pleasant aspects to suoveding half
year. We might both emerge from it - rewarded."

'‘Really!" She pulled away from him. 'You speak lgreabsolute rake,
as if you really believe that a relationship betwee man and a
woman could only last six months before breaking lge Hartley
was married for over twenty years and it broke prwhen his wife
died.’

‘The good Joe was lucky to find love," Nick drawléshning back
against the trunk of a tree so the leaves playadashis over the lean



angles of his face. He plucked a leaf and strokedigs with it in a
mocking way. 'That kind of luck does not come tergone - perhaps
it is the reward for virtue, eh?"

‘What a very cynical view to take!' Delia reprovéthve you been so
wicked that you can't envisage real happinessdarself?’

'What is real happiness?' he asked. 'Have you fauiklia Neve?
Do you hide it in your heart instead of showingiyour eyes?'

'‘What is in my heart is no concern of yowsgnore.'
‘You have your secrets, and | have mine, eh?'

‘Exactly." She shaped her lips to a smile. 'Batnt secret thatho
fame,as you Italians say.'

'‘Poor famished child!" He tossed away the cypreatdnd took her
by the hand. 'Then come and be introduced to aousgizza,
cooked as only Angelo can cook them.’

They walked on towards thmalazzoand Delia was acutely aware of
Nick's fingers holding her left hand, for had sketwearing Marsh's
ring she would not be here right now, breathing stents of
rosemary and the honeysuckle wedded wild to thedhes of willow
and wistaria. As they came in sight of a side ea Delia felt a
quickening of her heart, as if when they enteréslgtace she would
come face to face with a side of Nick which it ntigle better for her
not to see.

I J, was a large kitchen which they entered, witlec tiled floor,
high white walls, and a ceiling crossed by beamsa huge dresser
there hung gleaming utensils of copper, and alamg wall there
stretched a range of ovens heated by a glowingobbfire. A great
scrubbed table dominated the centre of the kitcivbieye an array of
vegetables had been laid out beside a chopping dwerything had



a spotless, organized look .. . until suddenlyra@odoor swept open
and a swarthy, balding, aproned figure erupted fileedepths of the
larder with a bag of flour in his arms.

He didn't at first notice the two people who hadaitled his kitchen,
and when Nick spoke his name, 'Angelo!" he stardith wuch
amazement at his cousin that Delia felt instantise gshey had not
seen each other for a long time.

'It is you, Nick?' Angelo dropped the bag of flaarthe table and a
white film spattered the array of peppers, tomataesons and

carrots. 'l can hardly believe my eyes - it hasnbaelong time,

Niccolo! Years!

'Six, to be exact, Angelo.’

There was restraint in the air, and Delia saw tuk lof reproach
struggling with affection in the dark eyes of Angefnd then, as if
he threw off shackles, he leapt towards Nick arasged him by the
shoulders.

'So goodmiad So very good to see you again, and | see yolitare
even if you do have the lean and hungry look otiscin wolf!'

Nick grasped Angelo by the shoulders and the ldwglgave had a
break in it. "You look as if you have been enjoyyogir own cooking,
old man. Padroncina has written now and then tartel how well
things have been going and I'm greatly pleasechbysticcess you
have made of the Caffe delle Rose.’

'l always said,” Angelo grinned engagingly, 'thbhere was a
commercial side to the family. And you, Niccolo?Wurave found an
occupation of interest and remuneration?'

'l have kept occupied.' Nick's smile was slightlydonic again as he
turned to Delia to introduce her to his cousin.gh | wish you to



meet the Signorina Delia Neve, a charming operangta is a fellow
passenger ofmine on the ship which has broughbriemice on this
short visit.'

'l am very happy to meet yosignorina.'Angelo took her hand and
immediately spoke in English as if he guessed fn@mlooks rather

than her name that she was from Britain. 'l aneaigian of the opera
and go whenever | can spare the time. Have yousewey in Venice,

Miss Neve?'

'‘No, signore.'She could smile easily at Angelo, with none of th
restraint which she felt with Nick. 'This is mydfrvisit to Venice, but
it must be fascinating to sing here. | have hebhad Venetians are
great lovers of music, and have fine voices theveselNeedless to
say | have sung with Italian tenorsBohemendButterflyand have
enjoyed the experience immensely. They have suctiuaal flair for
harmony.'

‘You are gracious to say sgnorina.'Angelo carried her hand to his
lips and kissed her fingers, and she noticed hevgaze dwelt upon
her hand as if he wondered if some sort of serioient lay behind
Nick's sudden appearance with a single young woman.

Nick must have noticed that inquisitive glance adlwor he said
briskly: 'We are starving for some breakfast, Angahd it would be
gracious of you if you would whip us up sompeza,perhaps with
mushrooms, and a jug of your delectable coffee”™nEsie years
cannot make me forget your coffee.’

At Nick's mention of those six years, that longtisabetween his
departure from Venice and his return, his cousiwedam a gravely
considering look, and Delia guessed that he wamgesubtle
differences in Nick. Perhaps small lines beside ahesting eyes
which had not been there when last they had meynicism in his
expression, perhaps. An air of having experienbedworld while



Angelo had stayed in this tranquil backwater aravgr gentle while
Nick had become suave, enigmatic, even hard.

With that eloquent look Angelo revealed that hissio came home
to his grandmother's house a different man fronotleewho had left
it. The prodigal who had spent his time and momethe big cities
and who now found himself starved of family affeati

"You must both come to tlsala da pranzpsmiled Angelo, 'and then
| will cook you a big breakfast. | am sure tignorinawould like to
wait in comfort while | clatter the pans and spl#sh fat.'

The room to which he escorted them was so perf&iyaissance
that Della spent the next ten minutes admiring&kini ceiling with
its beautifully painted panels, the scrolled Veaetimirrors and
chandeliers of ornamental glass. Thick silk ropad khe curtains in
huge swags at either side of the long windows, large Veronese
paintings lit the panelled walls with rich colourbillowing clouds,
flame and cloaks and the fiery depths of Italiaesey

And for the first time Delia saw the Franquila ¢rabove the great
fireplace, a sculptured gryphon, part eagle and lgar. And there
were words in Latin which she could not translated she turned
with a small inquiring smile to Nick.

'‘We take and then we guard,’ he murmured, andyeis seemed to
look down into hers with personal meaning. 'l expgou have
guessed by now that | am the black sheep of tmdya'

'Yes,' she said frankly. 'l knew even before | seam with Angelo
that there was nothing tender about you, leasli gbar mercy. You
exemplify the Franquila crest ... you have hadwoap on life, and
you guard your independence.’

'‘By the Virgin,' Nick lounged with a shoulder agstirthe stone
carvings of the fireplace, a hand lightly at restai pocket of his



Immaculate linen suit, 'you are just about the nawitulate young
woman | have ever come across! | take it you wowldlike to be at
the mercy of a man like me? | would not be a gammj dor an angelic
Angelo, eh?'

She laughed at the very idea. 'You are Nicholanduida and
unrepentant.’

‘A graceless wretch, eh?'

‘A wretch, certainly." She turned to look at ondle paintings, but
Nick was imposed upon her mind's eye, assured ia@ct th his male
power, lean and graceful of body, and ruthlesseairth Born that
way, or made that way by some incident in hiswfgch had struck
deep and made him a dangerous man to be with.

‘Nick, what is your birth sign?' she found hersalking.
'Is it necessary for you to know in order to digesir breakfast?'
'I'm merely curioussignore,and possibly a bit superstitious.’

‘Ah, are there shades of the pagan in the coohskincool-hearted
Delia Neve?'

‘Those shades are in all of us,' she rejoinednttigretend to be other
than the Dolly Neve who had her name changed.'

'‘Was your personality changed also?' he askedirentbne of his
voice had changed, the mockery cut out of it bydden steely edge.

Delia felt that edge, sliding across her nervesnmg her that under
his suavity Nick was curious about her, and clem@vugh to get at
her secret if he so wished. She could feel thargeaf her heart and
this could have been "the moment when she revahkdhame of
Marsh and the fact that he was bound to him by |-ftes



unbreakable bonds. Bonds which forbade her to dindther man
attractive . . . least of all a man to whom womesrevdolls to be
played with.

Yet she didn't speak of Marsh, she escaped agairthie forbidden
maze where Nick chased her but must never catchOnharbirth sign
has the most lasting effect on our personalityg shid. 'Or so |
believe.'

‘And who am | to shatter the beliefs of a nice®jine mocked. 'l was
born under the sign of Gemini.'

‘The heavenly twins,' she said. 'Angel and dewine.'

‘And now you are wondering when | could ever haserban angel.’
His laughter was darkly honeyed, his eyes wickeahyused as they
swept her face, brushing her features and her lgkena touch.
‘Neonata you are in some ways still so innocent, but igoedv my
angelic infancy a long time ago. Nick by name, tbyinature. That
Is the true me and you know it, so don't be fodledause for a day
my prodigal soul came home a little hungry to Padedelle Rose.'

'l have heard it said, Nick, that a person ha®tonit a sin before he
can dare to be an angel.’

'‘Meaning that | have committed a sin and you kn\w i

'l - | feel it." She had to avoid his eyes and itgg$er straw hat to a
chair she went to a wall mirror to tidy her haihelface reflected
there was pensive, its look of youth and purityemnsified by the

Venetian frame scrolled into the shapes of flowans tiny gold

cupids. The eyes set wide under her winged brovastdthee shadows
and green danger signals. Her mouth looked asgjufivtered ... as if it
hungered. Her own face mader her afraid, for it $iach a look of
vulnerability. She, the guarded ward of Marsh, nas unguarded in
Venice, the city of lost dreams.



'‘What a wonderful old mirror!" The tautness of herves was in her
voice, lending to her words a brittle sound. Buattwas the way she
must play it... be brittle and gay, as if she weéaanilla. Such women
amusedhim, but they also bored him after a whiid, ghe wanted to
bore him and be thrown aside by him, carelesstieasly, as he had
thrown aside other women. She wanted his crueltyreeshe began
to want his caress.

‘This wholepalazzamust be filled with museum pieces,' she went o
desperately gay. 'No wonder the tourists like tme@nd dine under
a real Bellini ceiling, surrounded by the workdtafian artists.'

' "We have art in order that we may not perish friohet’,' Nick
quoted. 'It may be better if you remain a work df ®elia Neve,
instead of being brought down to earth by the passf a man.'

'I'd prefer that to the expert kisses of a ralkes'replied. 'l suppose in
the absence of your cousin's resource and talantfee proud of
your conquests of women ... until you become boreahef, an
artist, or a singer, each has something to shovhifoefforts, some
new thing to create, but women must all seem abkgou after you
have charmed them?'

‘Are you inviting me to find out if you are diffeve—?' He had just
taken a step in her direction when the door washeuiopen and
Angelo appeared with a laden tray in his handomfge Nick's look
of sardonic threat was lost in a suave smile. bxbakfast! And what
an aroma ... enough to melt the heart of a delvit; e

Angelo shot a quizzical look at Delia as he setmtve tray on one of

the circular tables and began to set out the variighes of hot

golden pizza, button mushrooms, thick slices of smoked ham a
slices of stuffed egg, dark freshly baked bread,adish of steamed
asparagus served with melted butter.



'Sit down quickly and eat while everything is niaed hot," said
Angelo. 'l will fetch the coffee and join you ircap, if | may?’

‘Nothing would suit us better, old man.' Nick w#é#l koking as if

butter wouldn't melt in his mouth as he drew ochair for Delia. 'We
have much to talk about, and | wish to know if Padina is as well
as she asserts in her letters.'

‘She is well enough for a woman of her age, butgedo spread his
hands with Latin expressiveness, 'she misses tvbsehave been
part of her life. The olghadrone you, Nick, and—'

Angelo broke off, then added: 'l will fetch the fa, pronto.’

When he had left the room, Delia proceeded to sébexl for her

plate, and she tried to ignore the sudden awaraiesghost in that
Renaissance room. A drifting touch of coldness, anghisper of

scent. She tried not to shiver, fought not to géaoeer her shoulder.
She had noticed the mass of honeysuckle growingoutside the

long windows, but this scent was sharper, morews®erss as if it

came off the skin of a woman.

'You have forgotten to serve yourself with mushregniNick
murmured. 'Don't you like them?"'

‘Yes - of course,’ She picked up the spoon, anddhmost dropped it
again as the door opened and Angelo came withlarg £atin tread
across the thick rug. Delia could feel Nick's stegaze as she helped
herself to button mushrooms, and she wondered, ifdee had felt
that chilling sense of a third person, far lesgifalle than his cousin,
far less friendly, and gone in hiding again as Aageoured the
coffee and clattered the spoons.

'‘Padroncina will be so happy to see you, Nickavdtold Margherita
not to say a word, so it will be lbuona sorpresdor her. You
remember Margherita, the gardener's little girhwvifte plaits? She is



grown into a very pretty creature, who takes ca@iograndmother,
and she will become my wife later on in the yeahew the busy
season is over. We may not seem busy at the moimanit, is still
quite early and the diners do not begin to arriv@ around noon.'

Nick quirked an eyebrow at his cousin, a fork-stblmushroom
half-way to his lips. "You dark dog, Angelo! Whyddit Padroncina
tell me of your engagement in one of her lettesspd secret?’

'‘No, but she may have felt that she was remindimg—y Angelo
broke off, and Delia felt his quick, uncertain giann her direction,
as if he couldn't quite gauge how much or howeligthe knew about
Nick and his affairs.

Trying to look as if she had no interest at alNigk's love life, Delia
gave Angelo her warmest smile. 'Congratulati@gore.l am sure
you will be very happy, for you seem to me a marsenhfeet are
firmly on the ground, and whose heart is big andwda hese are the
things most women are looking for when it comes&oriage.'

‘You are kind,signorina’ Angelo looked rather bashful, wherea
Nick gave Delia his most nonchalant smile and spaeagus with the
air of a man who cared not a fig for her opiniorhwh.

'Is Padroncina pleased?' he asked Angelo.

'l think so. She is fond of Margherita and she kedhat | need a wife
to help me run theafje.l am getting on, Nick. | am forty now, just
five years older than yomio. | want a son or two before it is too late.

Nick wiped his lips with his table napkin, perhdpshide a slightly
ironic twist to them. 'If you are wondering, Angelbl am getting

similar yearnings, then | can assure you | amIrax.agree that Miss
Neve is very lovely,, but | don't plan to make ke mother of my
son.’



'Indeed not!" Delia had never felt so shocked bgraark in her life,
for even Marsh had never put into actual words weanainly hoped
for when they became man and wife. To hear the svsodflippantly
spoken by Nick made her body feel as if it werenimg. The look she
flung at him was furious, and filled with contempt.

'l shouldn't wanyoufor the father of my son,’ she said cuttingly.uYo
could only pass on your own meretricious attitumeards life and be
a bad example to a boy. You had best stay a bacinatk. Marriage
Is for adults, not for playboys who have to mal@aquest of every
woman who is reasonably good-looking. It demandalty and
integrity and | doubt if you possess either of thqgaalities.'

A small, tense silence followed her outburst, ahd &new that
Angelo was looking at her with startled eyes. 'Dibesignorinanot
know, Nick, that you—'

'‘Be quiet, Angelo," Nick ordered. 'Miss Neve isabtely right about
me. | am a rake who has made the world his gololetotplay with. |
do have meretricious ideals, and my dreams abadlbnes. You see,
cousin, behind that cool and lovely face therestiekcool British
brain. The British keep their emotions in their dsnAngelo; they
are not like Italians who have their feelings lovagwn in their
bodies. They evolve from their cold and frigid ciite and regard the
sun with suspicion. A fascinating raamjo, but as difficult to get
close to as their national flower - the rose. Reaghand you are
stabbed by the thorns that guard the rose fronutieary foreigner.
A cruel, unnatural, distant people ... ice to gunethe fire of the Latin
races. Warriors and writers; lawyers and judgesijdérs and
bankers. But lovers? No! They distrust love andrynaot for passion
but for a partner to take the strain off living.'

‘Do we indeed?' Delia looked at him with icy eyesvhich burned a
blue and angry flame. 'You may be an authority he frt of
philandering, but don't set yourself up as a judfyeny people and



their ways. Our loyalty towards any just cause hasger been in
guestion - canyou as an lItalian say as much?’

'‘No,' he drawled. 'l was butl@mmbinoat the time of which you no
doubt speak. | don't question British courage atige. | merely
wonder at the way Britannia keeps on producing t&osi like
yourself, to whom the mention of passion is like tiick of a whip on
the smooth hide of a spirited filly. There could ro@ roses without
their roots in the eartmina. Life is like that, earthy and lusty and
cruel. Extra cruel towards those who build for tketaes an ice
palace in which they hope to live alone, untouchedhe hand of a
man. A man needs to come along to melt you down!

‘Your conceit must be even greater than I'd imadihegou think |
need to be melted byou,'she said with- eringly.

"You think | could not do it?' He leaned forward@es the table and
his eyes dominated hers, dark as night yet withva Iittle flame
burning at their depths. 'l would warn you nota@oHl so chillingly
sure of your ice-bound virtue, Dolly Neve. A Lais not like an
Englishman. He is less civilized and therefore lpsbte when it
comes to dealing with puritanical little girls witmore wit than
wisdom. | think I'd even enjoy melting your icy eege - those eyes
of yours, when angry, are exactly the colour ofegreapphires and
quite a contrast to your gold hair and your whkim $

‘Save your compliments for your flashy divorceed your socialites,
for they speak your language, Nick, and share pbuosophy. They
also find it more exciting to take than to give;mnéun to be bad than
to be good.' So saying, Della rose to her feetflaimgy down her table
napkin. 'l can only provide you with a boring daignore,so | had
better get a gondola to take me back to the ship.'

'‘Boring?' Suddenly he sat back in his chair ancegathroaty laugh.
'Is she not amusing, Angelo? The face of an icé-@ogel, the tongue



of a virago, and the modesty of a Madonna. Shealsas if critical

opinion is to be believed, the voice of a pure dbmy, and if such a
woman could bore a man, then he would indeed beaddimg - or
quite dead.’

You're demanding, Nick, and far from dead." Anoteecond and
Delia's sense of humour would have got the bettdreo, so she
turned to Angelo. 'l think | should be goirgijgnore.Breakfast was
delicious, but your cousin just won't believe thiagre are women
who take cruises for reasons quite unrelated tohtineger to be
seduced. | wonder if you will be kind enough to stle me a passing
gondola—'

‘Angelo, you will ignore the lady's request,’ N&&id smoothly. 'She
hasn't the least desire to return to that half-grapip, to a deck chair
and a lonely lunch ... look at her eyes, see haove @nd sparkling
they are.Cielo, they have been opened at last to a little life ar
danger, and if she dares to run away now - Delibhyau dare not to
run away?'

'‘Damn you, Nick!" Her eyes flashed to his dark amatking face, and
she could feel an aching urge to slap that knowttlg smile from

his mouth. 'Stop trying to pretend that you carl neg mind. If you

could, then you would know how much | dislike ybype. You aren't
a nice man, Nicholas Franquila.'

'‘No, but I'm an honest one.' He rose to his leahmapressive height,
and he quirked an' eyebrow at Angelo. 'Don't lomk@ncernednio.
Thesignorinaand | understand each other far more than shewal
admit, and she knows very well that she is goingtay to meet
Padroncina, who does not deserve to be depriveah ohteresting
visit merely because the visitor disapproves ofgwede. That would
be too unkind of Miss Neve.'



'‘Angelo,' said Della in a deliberate voice, 'how dinice person like
you ever come to be related to this offspring efdlevil?'

'‘Our fathers were brothers.' Angelo replied witenaile, but in his
eyes there lay a sort of sadness, as if he coaddl @etime when Nick
had been far less cynical, and far more kind indaalings with
people. It was Angelo's look, and her own stabuwfosity, which
made Delia change her mind about leavingotlezzdoefore she had
met the grandmother of the two cousins. Nick wotlldave stopped
her, she told herself, if she had really wantelg¢&ve.

‘Nick hasn't twisted my arm, Angelo,' she saidhtuld like to meet
your grandmother very much.’

'‘Bene!" Angelo’'s smile lost its anxiety and he gesturethattable.
'You have had enough to eatgnorina?'You would not like more
coffee?’

‘Grazie, nolt was all very nice and satisfying.'
‘What of you, Nick?'

'l am repletemio. It was a good meal, and you will wish to get th
table cleared. Will Nonna be ready to receive Ng& shot a look at

his wristwatch. 'She does not spend the mornirigeth does she? It
feels strange that | no longer know her routingl boan remember

how she used to be up early, caring for her gafflenshe is older by

Six years—'

Yes, cousin.' Angelo picked up the coffee pot awrdhis fingers over
the warm, silver surface. 'Six years can be a tong to the young,
and the old. The young develop, but the old stefidde. | am glad for
Nonna that you came to see her. She will be irchair on the patio
lending out from her rooms - shall I go and tell hyeu are heje?’



'‘No."' Nick's brows were drawn in thought as he dtooa shaft of
sunlight through the windows, so that Delia notiteel intermittent
gleam of silver in his black hair, and the fineedetching of his lips
as he brooded there, shot tF'rough by a memoriiapsr of the days
when he had been younger, happier. Oh, God, he coake her spit
fire, yet all at once she felt a clutch of sympdhkbryhim. He had not
been born so careless of the feelings of othersoseething had
happened here in Venice to make him the way he Wasre had
been some traumatic wound to his feelings ... simgthe could not
forget, or forgive.

'‘No, mio," there seemed to be an edge of pain to his vaisapuld
like to give Nonna a surprise - if her heart i®sty enough to stand
seeing me without a warning?'

‘She is frail,' said Angelo, 'and that will be ack for you, but her
heart is sound enough for her years. Sound, bytysadunderstand
me? Sad that you have kept away so long, for yae &kvays her
favourite grandson.’

‘Devil that | am?' Nick murmured, and abruptly baaghed for Delia's
hand and clasped it almost hurtfully. ‘Comea, let us go and see
the only woman who truly loves me.’



CHAPTER FIVE

DELLA heard the cool sound of a fountain and saw a taitgle of
honeysuckle at the arched entrancdaohonnas patio. As she and
Nick entered this little courtyard, a gem of weaguke stone and
shrubs banked into soft clouds of colour, Delia sagvsmall Psyche
just inside the archway, her wings scarred by timeasd the rain, and
she had a sudden sense of magic, of stepping oilteoivorld of
anxious realities into a quiet place where love badn, and where
love still lingered, watched over by the little gie$s of the heart.
There was a fragrance of herbs and also a scéstnohs, and Delia
gave a sigh of delight as she saw the lemon tregstheir fruits
ripening from green to gold on the branches. Anthenshade of the
trees stood a white cane chair, the high fan baitKraming the head
and shoulders of the woman whom Nick called Padnanc. the
little mistress.

Draped around that small figure was a black silkvdhso deeply
fringed that it almost reached the ground, andnht right of her,
seated on some steps, was a girl in a bright dnesslark hair bound
in a silky plait around her hair. On her lap theses a blue bowl into
which she was shelling peas, and as her hands dahk®ng the
green pods there came the flash of a ring.

Suddenly she lifted her glance and smiled at theavoin the cane
chair, but neither of them had yet noticgd the ¢®wygho stood as if
entranced in the shadow of the archway. Delia thbutat a perfect
picture the girl and the woman made, seated therthe Italian

sunlight, one of them with dreams of love in herlspand the other
with a lifetime of memories in her eyes. *

Delia was about to whisper her thought to Nick wh#rmat once she
felt the bruising grip of his fingers about her stritightening until
she believed her bones would be crushed.



‘Nick!" His name broke from her. "You're hurting 'me

The girl across the patio caught the sound of baxevand she swiftly
turned her head to look at them. Her eyes werealatistartled in her
healthy young face, made pretty by the carnatioshfloeneath her
olive-tinted skin. Her lips formed an oval of susg;, and her chin
was rounded above a smooth throat adorned by a oroa chain.

The instant Nick saw the girl his fingers relaxkdit hold on Della
and the relief from pain was swiftly followed byetinealization that
Nick had relived a tormenting vision when he hadtfseen the girl
with his grandmother.

He had thought he was seeing a ghost... the saenetomhad drifted
into the diningsalonefor a few chilling seconds.

'Signor Conte?' The fingers of the girl's left hacldnched the
crucifix, almost as if she was seeking protectigaiast him.

'‘Margherita?' He quirked an eyebrow, and Della krfesmn the
caressing drawl in his voice that he was agaimmrmand of himself.
'‘But of course - Angelo told us you had grown upbtcome a
beautiful young woman.'

And so saying he began to saunter towards theamid, the silent,
darkly shawled figure of his grandmother. Delia Idofeel herself
holding her breath, for there was a quality of daaim this meeting
after such a long time. Nick had grown into a mathe world, while
la nonnahad grown old in her quiet garden. Six cynical gelaad
marked the face of this handsome grandson. Six i@ays had
brought both of them closer to hell and heaven,

the silence broken only by the cool splash offthentain and the
twittering of birds. A flame-winged butterfly fleto a flower and a
petal fell, and then Nick was at the chair of hiangimother, and on



his knees like a courtier, his hands holding hextd nis dark head
slowly bent and he buried his face in the fraiipeel hands.

It was true to say that never in her life beforel lzelia been so
moved by the action of another human being, andias extra
startling that it should be Nick Franquila who bghtisuch a lump
into her throat and made her feel so unbearabigteuder into a very
private moment.

She looked about her, rather wildly, and then srerdhthe sound of
bells chiming somewhere among the denser tredseajarden, and
she followed the sound on impulse and soon caragirt of a small

chapel set among the cypress trees. It had theqteri of old and

weathered things, so alone and still except fdelts. Vines twisted
their way to its roof and curtained the walls wtiieir green foliage,
and the door stood partly open, as if inviting Bt come inside.
She hesitated, for she had left her hat insid@#i@zzoand then she
remembered that she had a chiffon scarf in heabdghe drew it out
and draped it over her hair. Then she enteredithpat and walked
along the aisle to the altar, where there stoocaddvina of blue and
gold, and where an amber- coloured candle had beand was

burning softly in the tinted light falling from thmeaked windows.

Delia knelt and closed her eyes and for severalitegishe prayed for
the strength she had not reckoned on when shesaied away from

England. She had been anxious about her voicéhaulhot felt that

she would never recover her skill, and her wilitag.

It was her meeting with Nick which had made hel tae need to
pray.

'Oh,' Marsh," she whispered, 'you should have ceitieme ... you

should, for once, have put me before your busideass. | -1 needed
you, but you said that all | needed was a resipéartty of sea air. You
were so sure of me, so certain that | could neearything but your



devoted slave. But, Marsh, if you give a slavestetaf freedom she
is likely to let it go to her head ... or perhapser heart.'

Delia sighed and let her gaze rest on the seremediathe Madonna
on her pedestal. She knew how much she owed tohVisosthat his
trust in her loyalty, and in her love, should nef@ra second have
been shaken. But her very existence felt shaket,asnher gaze
drifted to the altar in this Italian chapel she ldono longer face
calmly the thought of herself as bride to Marshe &lad grown up
knowing it would happen, yet here she was trembéinthe picture

which the little altar evoked ... herself in whitveocade, standing
beside Marsh as they exchanged the vows that vimtbher to him

body and soul. Never before had she asked hefs#itiloved him

enough to marry him, for he had always been so gmbér. She had
never thought of their relationship as a sort afidage, for he had
carried her away from the wreckage of her pareais'and he had
shaped for her an entirely new life. Without Masste would have
been placed in a home for orphans, for neitheresfgarents had
possessed any close relations, the sort who wawd heen willing

to take into their keeping a homeless child of t8at Marsh had

taken her into his home, and into his heart.

Despite all his deep involvement in big businesslidDknew that
Marsh cared for her. He was not a man to spealhaf went on in his
heart, but Delia knew in her own heart that no whanso much for a
woman unless he admired her, and desired her, amted her to
complete his life for him.

With a little groan Delia covered her face with lends ... there
should be none of these doubts in her heart, fasMaas everything
a girl dreamed of. Tall and fine-looking, generoosa fault, clever
and cultured, strong yet capable of tenderness.

He was a wonderful person, yet here she was witiplises beating
out the name of another man ... here she was kattdrk and cynical



features of an admitted rake superimposed uponfabe of her
fiance.

It was all wrong, and she couldn't excuse the fegi@n which she
felt by saying it had happened because Marsh haddgd her too
well. He had made it possible for her to have &@aand she had
sung on the opera stage with dark and handsonmnitainors.

So what was it about Nick Franquila that haunte® lite possessed
none of the qualities which she admired in a mahhg seemed more
real, more deeply disturbing than anyone else adeskier known.

Oh, God! No! Her heart couldn't have been so fboéis to lethim
into it!

She rose and fled from the chapel as if suddenyHwght were a
blasphemy, and there among the cypress trees steadan who had
shaken the ground under her feet. He was smokicigeeoot with

laconic ease and for several minutes he just laditigere looking at
her, watching her as she removed the square dboHifom her hair
and put it away in her bag.

'l hope,' he said at last, 'that you now feel cosgploenough to come
and meet my grandmother? Come, she is waiting ¢avkyou.'

‘Can anyone ever really know another person?' skeda'l don't
think we really know ourselves.'

‘A few veils are a mercy,' he drawled. 'A total ftontation with
another human soul might be too terrible to endiins. best not to
look beyond the facaina.'

‘When did that become your philosophy, Nick? | titmhk you were
born a cynic, or a sinner.’



'‘No more than you were born an angel,' he rejoifidte sacrificial
sort who must deny herself in order to please sometse.’

‘W-what an odd sort of remargignore.'Panic clutched at her heart
for it was becoming plainer all the time that Niakew more about
her than she actually knew about him, but how ha@ddqguired his
knowledge? Her path had never crossed his befodeslae couldn't
believe that he read the opera reviews. Even sedutd not have
learned of her engagement, for that had been akeptl secret
between Marsh and herself. Marsh was not a mandoueage gossip
about his private life and he had not releasedh¢oRress the news
that Delia was to marry him.

Was Nick being clever and making an inspired gusssut her
private life?

Her blue-green eyes swept his sardonic face aedl tiviread there an
answer to her troubled question.

'‘Why is it so odd?' he asked. 'From the very bagmiyou have
emanated that sort of aura. "Touch me not, fondehtaken vows."
There are two kinds of vows which women take—'

'You take liberties,' she flashed. 'If you're alémlto. | just don't wish
to be another scalp on your bedignore.You surely have a big
enough collection without adding my hair.'

‘Such wonderful hair,' he drawled, and his eyesltdug®n the thick,
sun-shot fairness of her hair as she stood theéheigunlight shafting
through a break in the trees. 'But as you said twedere you don't
want my well-used compliments, so come and talkdaona who has
never been anything but sincere and true to hérself

‘Doesn't it trouble you, Nick, that you have disaipped her hopes in
you?'



'‘Love makes allowances for our toes of clay.' He bback a branch
so Delia could pass him on the path that led batk honna'spatio,
and for an instant his gaze caught and held Hérsre is no perfect
love, and it isn't love at all unless it holds fieeness for our sins. If
you don't know that, Dolly Neve, then you have mduaewn love.'

'l wouldn't call you an authority on - on spiritdave.' Della slid past
him with all the caution of a cat with its fur once "You know of only
one kind of love!'

Instantly his eyes were dangerous, and instangykstew that she
had spoken too soon and had not put enough spaeedrethem. His
left hand moved with serpent speed and his fingatshold of her
nape under the thick gold of her hair, and whergsive a little cry he
smiled, ever so slightly, with lips that swiftlylktd any further sound
she might have made. Lips warm and hard, presgog ber a kiss
that ripped open the heavens and made a stormaheneg the trees.

Marsh had kissed her, but not like this. Marsh reld her, but never
with such bruising arms.

'‘No—' She wrenched aside from Nick's mouth andhisltips like a
knife across her throat. 'Don't - pleae!’

'You asked for this,’ he whispered roughly. "Yooreed me as a
sinner, little saint, so | will make you sin withemhere where the
trees hide us—'

'‘Nick - don't!" She was desperate because she km®eweant his
threat. 'We've enough to regret without—"'

'‘Enough?' His laughter soft-stroked her with mogkéxot nearly
enough,mia bella. Life is for living not for crushing like a rose
between the pages of a prayer book. Beauty isé®ontan who dares
to take it, not for the puritan who puts it in agg case like a French
clock.’



It was that touch of humour from him which broke tiension and
made her laugh shakily. "You devil, Nick! Bad asuyare, you
wouldn't seduce a woman in your grandmother's gai¥ell, you've
had your fun and frightened me, so now let me go—'

'Did | only frighten you?' He looked down into heyes, searching
them, she knew, for her confession that for a feid weconds
something had flared between them and made therarilydiving
realities to each other. A purely physical respobstla was fiercely
sure of that. Nick could not be denied his maseulippeal to any
woman's senses, especially here in this Italiamlegawhere the
cypress trees made a secret embrace easy to hiela8 to forget,
blot from her very being that moment when evenghiad been so
incandescent in his arms. She had to make herdeygsthat it had
happened and she gave him back a cool and dispassiook.

'Did you hope you were going to melt me down inte @f those
adoring heaps of womanhood you are so used to,?Ndot you kiss
me to try and break my pride? It's what you lile'tiit? To see a
woman grovelling in the net of your charm ... | wlen,signore who
hurt you so much that you have to keep taking yeuenge on other
women?'

Della had not meant to go so far, but now the wareie spoken and
couldn't be recalled. For an instant his face vedally still, like a
mask of bronze, and then his eyes came alive immidigk and they
glittered with such a terrible anger that he migave struck her if
there had not been a sudden diversion in the sbfadargherita. She
appeared among the trees in her bright dress,gayia bright and
innocent voice:

‘Padroncina has sent me to look for you both. Sbevg anxious,
signore,and fears you will go away again—"'



'l am not going away just yet, nor is Miss Newve.alflash the anger
was covered up by a smile and only Della knew htaseche had
been to an eruption of frightening temper. 'We @ming now, so
lead the way, Margherita.'

The path was narrow and they walked single fildtinaly reached the
patio, and all the time Della could feel Nick behhmer, tall and lithe,
and with his reined-in. temper like a whip across $houlders, so
that it was a sheer relief when they came in safjhis grandmother's
chair. Immediately the little woman flung out a Hdaa him and there
was in the gesture a loving demand and the lormdeal of someone
who had waited for him a long time and despaireki®feturn. Now
she wanted him within touch of her hand, and héenasl over to her,
his hand under Delia's flinching elbow.

'l had trouble locating our guestarina. She went astray among the
trees after a visit to the chapel.' His fingergoeigh Delia's elbow as if
warning her that she must be nice to his grandmptine only
woman in his life who fundamentally mattered. Timéyovoman he
cared about hurting, as he had hurt her by staaiveyy so long.

‘Miss Neve, | wish you to meet my deaonna,the Signora Isalita
Monittoro-Lanzi. Nonna, this young English ladyDslia Neve, who
Is a star of the opera. She is taking a cruisénersame ship as |, and
she had a wish to see something of Venice.'

'How do you do,signora?' Delia held out a hand to Nick's
grandmother, and was aware as they shook handseo$hrewd
Italian eyes taking in her every feature.

'l am very well, Signorina Neve, and happy to neétiend of my
grandson's. You are, if | may say so, very sleriddye a singer in
opera. Do you much like it?'



Della was startled by the question, for it wasfirst time anyone had
ever asked such a thing. Everyone took it for.ntge that it was an
unadulterated pleasure to sing almost without paosa long,
involved story of passion and intrigue. No one eyaestioned the
strain, or wondered why her recordings of lightargs such as those
from The Merry Widovhad such a wider appeal. She fiad never dar
to question her own joy in light comedy songs, badlesser joy in
operatic arias ... she had always felt that it \@dog¢ disloyalty to
Marsh and his belief in her talents.

Yet here ... here in Venice, at her very first mmeewvith an elderly

woman who did not get about to see much of thedhamly more, she
had been asked a very shrewd question and in laetr $tee knew the
answer. She hungered to sing always the gay, lightantic songs,

and her voice had gone temperamental on her beshadeadn't the
courage to tell Marsh that she didn't wish to dignanother opera
season. He merely thought she was tired and in ofetioliday, but

Delia knew that it went deeper than that. Withhieép of experts he
had moulded her into an opera star, but at heanvsls a singer of the
people - a girl of the people - and Nick's grandmoknew it.

A smile lit up Delia's eyes, and her eyes lit lzmef, with all its innate
charm and intelligence, and its pure fire in thepshof her lips and
her cheekbones. The Celt in her was suddenly ideece, for her
mother had come from the High Pennines, the lartdeofong winter
and the beautiful summer.

‘Nick, will you go into mysala and fetch chairs," his grandmothe
commanded. 'Also ring the bell and that sweet dRitd will bring us
some wine. She is still shy with you, Nick. You alg had the effect
of making girls run from you, or to you. But shegsod for Angelo.
They are nicely matched, for they are two nice pebp

‘You never did think me as nice as Angelo, did ysanna?' Nick
bent a quizzical smile upon his grandmother, whike lean hand



caressed the fringe of her silk shawl. 'Miss Neu# probably
endorse your opinion, for she thinks me a wickéa ra

With these words he went into thalazzdoy way of the steps and the
arched entrance into his grandmother's suite. Hidogsic words
hung in the air between the two women, and themormagave an
amused chuckle.

'Is this what you really think, Miss Neve, that iicolo is a wicked
wretch who breaks hearts?'

'l - | really don't know him well enough to passamnion,signora.'

Delia hoped she didn't sound too much of a humtoughe knew full

well that she had summed up Nick at her first safhttim. 'We only

met on the ship and had our own small circle oplsbard friends
until he asked me if I'd like him to show Venicen®. He said he
knew it well as members of his family were Venetian

‘Then why should Niccolo insinuate that you thinknka man not
quite nice to know?' The Signora Isalita gave Deafiaold-fashioned
look, as if she knew very well why a young, coadirsled English
woman should find her darkly distinguished grandaaenan to keep
at arm's length ... if she could manage to do so.

'In some ways he's too dangerously nice,' DelidesiniHis charm
conceals the fact that he takes few people seyiotist for all his
acquaintances he is a lone wolf at heart."'

'So you have formed an opinion of him, for all tlyau deny it,
signorina.' La nonnanodded her head, as if this was only to L
expected. 'Yes, he goes out of a room and itésdéit forgotten at the
table. Such personality is a gift or a drawback,ifattracts many
people and among them at times the wrong sort.’

The old lady brooded a moment after she made tbisgoincement,
and Delia studied her without being too obviousutbb Her skin



was sun-dark ivory, lined all over ivory is wheredgHer eyes were
as raven dark as Nick's, and she was a woman lovilyage and
wisdom, and the fragility of fine bones. A heartdedmonds glittered
like huge tears against the lace collar of hergjrasd she was both
indomitable and a little sad, Delia thought. Asuglb she had come
sadly to terms with the fact that Nick would nes&y long in Venice
any more, and that her life would steal away asdtnes stole away
into the dusk.

'Yes,' she murmured, almost as if she were taltartgerself, 'there is
an unpredictable streak in the Latin male, andppsse the Latin
woman learns to live with it. But to an English wamt would seem
like stepping on to unsteady ground when she isisad to the
stability and calm temperament of the Englishmaes,¥ou come of
a race so different from ours that it is like cingsa snowflake with a
sunbeam. The snowflake can only melt, or flee irotefrom a total
loss of herself. You would not like that, eh, Mi¢sve?'

'Indeed not!" For a brief moment, even as Deliaartas quick retort,
there flashed into her mind that sheer, incandescenging with
Nick during that embrace among the cypress trdesd; fapturous
release of the senses, so primitive and pagarsiigahad known she
was with a man who could destroy her if he so wistwed throw her
carelessly aside when her destruction was complete.

Nick was now more dangerous than he had been bifatr&iss... he
could be as loved as he could be hated, and Daekavkhat her
salvation lay in hating him.

To love Nick was to come face to face with the Hevhis soul.

'Italian men, my child, do not suffer from the Epean male's dislike
of sentiment. The Italian appreciates the excitliiterence between
men and women, but this balance of good senseset by a devilish,
passionate vendetta should a woman ever be theceaste of a



tragedy in a Latin male's lifel'a nonnaleaned a little forward and
her gaze took and held Delia's. 'Nick will retutraay moment, and
what | am going to tell you, | am going to tell gkly. Perhaps
because it hurts me to see him misunderstoodnfory heart | have
adeepamorevolezzéor this strayed grandson. You see, when he w
your age he was husband to a girl whom his,, fatther previous
Conte, chose for him when he and the girl werd stil the
schoolroom. | knew the marriage would be a disdsteause | knew
Niccolo to have in him the fire and the freedonthed Venetian, for
his mother was my daughter. | knew he should haen beft free to
choose his own bride, but his father the Conte amsarrogant,
self-willed man determined to bring an heiress thfamily rather
than a happy, loved-for- herself girl. Donaleza Wwal-Spanish and
the family she came from was a highly strung on#&) @& history of
melancholia.

'‘Within a year of the marriage a child came, &ligirl whom Niccolo
adored as he could not adore his wife, who waveredously
between gaiety and melancholy. She was mystidaihas and fond
of spiritual subjects. She claimed that dreams veekend of astral
journey more real than life itself. She had a stgkbeauty which
could look beaten and tragic at times, so that legbpught Nick was
unkind to her, which he was not! She was like enflashimmering
hot or cold, and not only self-destructive but denogis to those who
were near to her - Nick and their small daughtemiTFrom the
beginning of the marriage a shadow seemed to l&y dyand a
normal person felt always troubled in Donaleza&ssence, for she
was like Ellida, the lady from the sea. Then thinda of Niccolo
passed away and he thought it wise to bring Lezagecalled her, to
Venice for a while, to myalazzohere in this tranquil garden. They
came one late afternoon, just as the sun was gettver the
waterways and burning on the cobbles of the cordtyao they
seemed to glow like living coals. Venice is alwaysngely beautiful
and a little tragic as the sun goes down, and Noceealizes now, to
his eternal regret, that he should never have lnohig strange wife



in sight of Venice, with all its water, all its dges, all its memories of
martyrs and carnivals.

‘Nick has a penetrating pain which lingers, Miss&dor it was here
in Venice that Donaleza threw their baby daughtamfa window of
a casaon the canal, the home of a friend of ours to Whiey had
gone to tea. Why she did it we shall never know | laum in no doubt
that the ears of my grandson are shells, foreviglingpthe scream of
his child as she plunged down into the water, tukelthere before he
could reach her and save her small life. Donaleag took away to a
hospital for the insane, and it is a strange fdcts Neve, that while
she lived, and she lived for six years in thatest#thalf-living, my
Niccolo was the essence of kindness to her. It avédyg afterwards,
after the gondola hearse had taken her dead bodyetosola
Cipresso, the dark coffin smothered in a mass aewtangipani, the
flower of the dead, that he suffered a sort of yidlashock of terrible
anger and distress. He left Venice, went far awasnfltaly, and he
did not return until two hours ago, when he cam wou.'

In the silence which followed this awful and shakirevelation
about Nick, a lizard palpitated like a living, teoat heart on the
sun-struck steps, and the sadness was sculptueeddeeper into the
lines ofla nonna'dace. Across the patio came the soft splash ofrwa
against stone, like tears that kept on fallingtfe dead baby, and the
destroyed heart of Nicholas Franquila.

Nothing ... not a thing in the world could everaspense him for
that small quenched life he had loved. Never aganld love be
anything but an unbearable pain for him, so thahe@me love
showed the tip of its flame he snuffed it out waéthel fingers and lit
fickle passion and cynical sin in its place.

Who could blame him ... who could truly condemn?



'You will say nothing to him of what | have told w6 said his
grandmother quietly. 'It is just that | wanted ylmuknow, for you
seem different from those women he allows himself ke
photographed with in the magazines. Rita buys fa& these
magazines and | read about him - the handsome @jaydntewhom
these women try so hard to marBer Dio! As if my Niccolo will
ever marry again! These women, they are nothinglafival he
follows so the noise will stop him from thinkingotonuch of what has
spoiled his life. He plays, yes, but love has n@emeaning for him,
for love was torn too cruelly from his heart andtsplace there is a
stone. You understandignoring? You aresimpaticatowards him
now | tell you of this sadness he has lived wititredse years? Trini
would now be a lovely girl of thirteen, for she wasch like Niccolo,
with great dark eyes and the dent in her chin. kaggrandchild—'

La nonnashook a sad head, while Della felt the pain ara t
sympathy flood her heart and fill her eyes withrsedears which she
blinked away fiercely as she caught the soundtleep voice from
thesalaand knew him to be returning, Margherita at hike svith the
wine carafe and the wine glasses on a tray. Nigkecha chair and as
he came down the steps the smoke of a cherootpelmetween his
teeth, drifted upwards to velil the expression mdyes.

The proud lift to his head, the strength and temsibhis jaw, told
Delia that he would not favour a revelation of $exret, so it rested
with Della to act with such normality that he wanltdguess that she
had been told about his tragic marriage.

Strange that she had never associated Nick witliea.wa mistress,
yes, or a sweetheart of his youth who had played kg affections.
But the story whichHa nonnahad .revealed was terrible and mor
deeply scarring than a love affair could have béeshudder ran all
through Della as she visualized Nick's shockingpdesand anguish
when he had carried his baby daughter out of thalcao still and



waxen, like a pretty doll, the great dark eyesaibfor ever, never to
sparkle again with life and love of the tall manomas her father.

Perhaps Nick felt the tremor that shook Della,@sihe set down the
chair he looked into her eyes and his look wasiaain'Do relax,
Miss Neve, and sit here while we drink a glass mfevwith Nonna.'
And then he smiled with all the devastating chafrwleich he was
capable. 'Ilt must be a long time since a womanuch Botticelli
fairness sat in this old courtyard, and to celabtla¢ occasion | have
chosen a wine called Angel's Tears for us to erjogl you, Nonna,
what have you to say of our guest?'

'‘She is a charming young woman, Niccolo, and séndiltia,’ his
grandmother turned to Margherita, 'do fetch Angalave might all
celebrate this occasion. It is a long time sincenmgee all together.’

'Si, Nonna.' Margherita placed the tray on the patitetand smiled
shyly at Nick. 'Angelo will be busy in the kitchamjt he will spare
the time to come and drink a glass of wine.'

The young Italian girl hurried away in the directiof the kitchen,
andla nonnashot a look at Nick, as if she wished that he, tea
someone so unspoiled and kind- hearted to love ingelo has
been lucky, eh? Rita will make him a good wife.'

It is only what Angelo deserves, Nonna.' Nick sp@akth not a hint
of irony in his voice. '‘Come, sit down, Miss Netleen | can rest my
legs by sitting on the steps. Ah, it is quite a!dBye sun shines and
the birds sing, and you look well, my grandmoth@ften | have
thought of you sitting here under the lemon trees) that magnolia
grandiflora growing over there, the great stones xgilling their
jasmine, which you planted whenl was a boy. Andthigre the
golden rays flaming through a sky an Italian masteght have
painted. There is no place on earth quite likeyJtespecially for the
exile.'



'‘Must you,' his grandmother leaned forward and thold of his
hand, 'must you remain an exile, Niccolo? | am sheshouse and
estate at Tuscany need you, for no matter how goadnanager, he
is not the master with a love of the place in hisids. What can
America give you, except a bad name with the wornen?

'Really?' He quirked an eyebrow at her, and théh avcareless smile
he raised her hand to his lips and kissed her fsmagdefind some

things to do which do not involve the woman, bediane. Well,

carina, do you believe me?’

'‘No," his grandmother rejoined. 'l read the othay df your
association with an American oil heiress, and slie the reporters
you are to become engaged. This is true, or fAleepolo?'

‘Take a guess,' he said dryly.

'l think there is a devil in you.' She lightly sfga his cheek. 'How did
you persuade a nice girl like Miss Neve to sperddiy with you? |
hope you are not planning her seduction?'

'‘Nonna, what a thing to say in front of such a mjo#' He flicked a
look at Delia, who joined in the game and gave himsool and
haughty look. 'Miss Neve would slap my face in noertain manner
if I tried my tricks on her. No, she is strictlareer girl and takes life
very seriously. She has little time for games, anen less time for
the people who play them. Is this not signorina?'

‘Without a certain amount of dedication no carean tiope to
succeedgsignore.As you know, I'm only taking this sea cruise ir
order to rest my voice.'

'‘Does that mean you will not sing for us, Miss N&wh, but | had
been looking forward to hearing you,' said Nickarngimother. 'l am
fond of music and used to play the piano when | ymsger.'



'‘Nonna is modest,’ said Nick. 'She was a concartigti before her
marriage, but when she became the wife of a highgal Venetian
diplomat she had to give it up and play only oniaoaccasions, or
for her family. As a boy | loved nothing bettertha sit beside her on
the piano bench while she played to me the muslaszt, Chopin
and Schumann, and Nonna actually taught me musocaposition.
But it was Angelo who had the gift for singing, drain sure he could
bring tears to even your eyes, Miss Neve, withrémglering of an old
Caruso songBecauseYou may not know it—?'

'But | do,' she said, 'and | love it!'

‘You are not a classical purist, then?' He quirkedyebrow at her.
‘The singers of opera are not always as broad-rdirrdethe great
Caruso was known to be. He loved melody for thee sstkmelody,
and personally speaking | find some aspects ofeopher hard to
take. It often sounds like a verbal battle betwienleading soprano
and the leading tenor. Or am | being blasphemoastamur art?'

‘No, signore.l am merely surprised that you should take anéstan
it.

'‘But I'm an Italian," he drawled. 'l have an earrfasic, or did you
imagine that all my finer instincts were, bluntgdiy shocking life?'

'l - | suppose | imagined you were too sophistiddi® enjoy the
pleasure of music - t-to really enjoy it, | medrhat unwavering look
of his, with mockery flickering in it, was hard fber to endure. It
made her voice trip, and it made her heart thunmpembreast, for a
terrible truth lay at the heart of his way of liend she had grown
afraid of letting pity show in her eyes. 'For eveythentic music
lover, there are those who pretend to like it fer $ake of fashionable
first nights at the opera. They gush all over thgers and send
flowers, but it's too often the people up in thiebay who really love
and appreciate a certain aria or a duet. It is Wiey wait in' the cold



and the rain to hear us sing, and | confegs, nore,that | sing to
them rather than the beautifully dressed patrotménboxes and the
stalls.'

‘An admirable confessiosignorina,and one | applaud. You know,' &
smile stole into his eyes, 'it was a mistake tangeayour name from
Dolly, for at heart you remain a girl and you omplgse as the cool
lady which the name Delia imposes on you. Ah, lserees my good
cousin to join us for a glass of wine! Angelo, aliap, | hope you
don't mind that we drag you away from your culinaxyrks of art in
order to drink to the return of the prodigal?’

‘Not at all, Nick. | am - delighted to see you, dhd minestrone will
be happy in the pot until | return to it.'

'You will be good enough to pour the wine, Angelsgid his
grandmother. You have such a steady hand to matohhgartmio.'

‘You are kind to say so, Nonna.' He bent a smitenuger, yet Delia
had the feeling that Angelo was disturbed by Nicksst, and she
noticed that Margherita had stationed herself enditrusy shade of a
lemon tree and her eyes were fixed not upon hacédout upon the
face of Nick, as if she were dazzled by his rakisbd looks and his
history, which she would be aware of as she hadllat thepalazzo
since she was a child. Was Angelo feeling the tiathl jealousy of
the steady man of the family who had stayed at hana never
strayed from the path of duty? Was he afraid thek Mould turn the
pretty head of Margherita and make him seem unagciby
comparison, someone whom life had not scarred tnatpedy, as it
had scarred Nick. The pale gold wine was pourec Stemmed
glasses were handed round, and instinctively adlsegiwelt on
Nonna.

'So | must speak the toast because | am em old woonahom the
years have brought a little wisdom." She lookedditg at Angelo,



and then let her glance travel to Nick. 'l have gwandsons whom |
love dearly, and today, when my old bones feelf élsel sun is no
longer as warm as it used to be, my grandsons ene \With me.
Angelo, mi amore,you will have contentment because you ha\
earned it. Rita, you will share that contentment] et me tell you,
child, that it is the gold in the ring even ifsti't the diamond.' Nonna
paused, as if to let these words sink into the mindargherita, then
she turned to look at Delia, and in her dark ey so alert in their
network of lines, there was a shadow of regret.

‘You, Miss Neve, are like the memory of mimosa @oathern wall,
for some women can only be a memory and neverlayrdashall
think of you when you have left Italy. | shall remieer you, but first
let me say this. Sing the music which you lovether music will not
wish to be sung at all. Do you understand me?"

'Yes—' It was strange, but Delia felt in that mom#rat she could
have broken into song and not felt the awful cacisbn of her throat,
as if hands were gripping her and stifling her wdl sing. 'Yes,
signora,l think | do understand.’

'‘Good." The dark eyes smiled a moment, and taenonnawas
looking again at Nick, whose lips were quirked memigmatic smile
as he stood waiting for his grandmother to proneuns fate.

But all she did was to raise her glass to him,ahshe said was that
she hoped he would return again to the Palazze Belse before she
passed on to Nirvana.

‘Nonna,cara, you will live a hundred years and more.' He carhes
wine glass to his lips. 'l drink to your healthdao thinking of you
always here on this pati@iao!

'‘Ciaol'



All of them echoed Nick and they finished their win. but there
were no tears, only a whispered blessing,whendielis leave of his
grandmother. From theala there drifted the sound of music, for
Margherita had gone in quietly, no longer looking\Neck, and had
placed a record on the player.

'‘Schumann,’ said Nick, his fingers firmly under i@sl elbow as he
guided her to the jetty alongside the water, wreesamall party of
tourists were just landing so they were able te kive gondola the
four laughing people had just left. Nick glancedlbance ... the trees
looked black as he and Delia stood there by thenga¢dge. In the
tall, black-flame shadows of them grew tall crimsfaxgloves.
Suddenly his fingers were clenching hers, as ifghot through him,
and she glanced down at the bronzed darkness b&htsagainst her
pale skin, and she saw the knuckles standing oitieéhyh

The last thing Delia saw in the false twilight bktpalazzogarden
was the fan of a bird's tail moving on a branclihasbird hesitated
between staying and flying away. Then abruptlyhvaitflutter of its
wings, it hopped the branch and was gone.

'‘Come," said Nick, and he helped Delia into thedgte, and the
water rippled like silver scales as the great baudt into it and the
graceful black boat glided away from the sea witthe Palazzo delle
Rose.



CHAPTER SIX

DELLA spent the remainder of the day in Nick's compéoy,from
the moment they were steered away from pladazzohis entire
manner underwent a change. He became a politantdistharming,
instructive guide, and he ensured that she didiss rany of the
tourist | attractions which Venice had to offer.

They strolled the inner court of the Doge's Palavbere the
helmeted god Mars and stern-faced Neptune stoodnamble
grandeur at the head of the Giant's Stairway. Antthey walked, she
and Nick, through the cool and cloistered couftg, didn't mind that
he was reserved with her and didn't speak agaihioffamily.
Somehow his mask of polite charm suited her owndnaad when
they stood beneath a statue or a painting andlkedtaf it, she saw
the brooding power of his face and knew him to benan of
unimaginable depths. The dark mystery and duskyl gl the
Byzantine churches made her very aware of the @askof the soul
through which Nick had passed. The candle flam#sated in his
dark eyes, but his thoughts were impenetrable anlked only of
the history, the antique romance and intrigue bfthat they saw
together.

They watched the two stone Moors strike with a hamthe huge
bronze bell high above the Campanile, and they vee@at lunch at a
smalltrattoria above the hollow lap of water on a rough platfaim
stone.

They enjoyedfritto misto, a mixed dish of fried shrimps, scampi
soft-shell crabs and sardines. It was delicioud, fatltowed bypetti
di polio, breasts of chicken with tiny green peas and pesathlick
insisted that she have dessert or his Italian seinsespitality would
not be satisfied, and so she had a succulent Igr@aocake and a cup
of creamy coffee.



For a while at lunch Nick's manner had relaxed,ale leaned back
against the rough sea wall of the cafe he smilethatfabulous
skyline of Venice and for an instant his face itstlosed-in look of
reserve, and deep secret pain.

Venice is heart-shaped seen from the air,’ he teedadighting a
cheroot and puffing the smoke into the clear, lalne

Della didn't question his remark, and a little takeey made their way
to the Gorte della Seta, the colourful court dssilwhere Della found
herself unable to resist a lovely length of woodlet silk that would
make up into an attractive dress. Nick wanted tpfpait, but she
said firmly that she wanted the fun of buying hendkeepsakes of
Venice.

‘Where can | buy a Venetian goblet?' she asked Himvant
something really nice ... for a friend.’

'l think | know of a shop.' He escorted her throwglibusy little
market-place, where she saw fruit arranged in c@lbmounds, all
sorts of fish laid out on large green leaves, niangs of cheese, and
huge rough-skinned melons. The shop was tucked aetawd tiny
windows, a small treasure trove of glass and capge, and antique
costume jewellery. With Nick's help Delia finallgtded on a Murano
goblet that seemed alive with beauty in her hanthea-coloured,
delicately shaped and so transparent that it haaetpacked most
carefully in yards of tissue paper and a cardbdmexx lined with
straw.

They were about to leave the shop when Nick sugdealised to
admire an antique bracelet of Florentine design. bddaght the
bracelet and dropped it into the pocket of his gaclkand Delia
supposed that it was intended as a gift for a woh@aknew.



They made their way back to the campanile, an aeaingea of
marble, warmed by all the people who passed beimsaihcades and
stood in groups beneath the stone angels and dasgiwat decorated
the towering walls. Across the wide pavement ofpilezzettahere
strutted the many pigeons, in and out of the lefgshe people,
plumaged and cooing. A couple of nuns in wide cagkered their
brood of convent pupils in and out of the arcadebgalleries, where
there were sculptures and carvings both religioasvearlike.

Della was happy to wander away the day with Nickl # listen with
great interest as he talked of Venice. Whateveinkimate memories
of the place, he kept them well banked down, apggieof slumbering
fires she only now and then caught sight of indyss.

They talked of Desdemona, for her legend was\atily much alive
in Venice, where long ago the Moors had gilded gedaand
golden-haired Venetian brides. Those had been #ys df gay
regattas on the Grand Canal, with a parade of thetesans, and
masked saturnalia. And it could all be imaginedaBa stood with
Nick on the balcony of the lantern-tower high abtwepiazzettato
which they had been swept in a lift. Below thenstdued the gilded
domes and the red-tiled roofs, speared by the wachmrch spires.
The day was so clear that to the north they coduichpge the
glittering peaks of the Alps.

It was an unforgettable view of the city, lacedhasanals that looked
jade green from this height. A fabulous city of thvandred marble
palaces and a thousand bridges. A city of bells hinds, and

churches with such fascinating names as that @#nefooted Friars.

Venice is always a remarkable place,' Nick sai@hileg there against
the balcony of the tower. 'lt has a way of conqugrthe most
hardened heart, and itsitmotivis the sadness of great beauty i
decay. In storm, with lightning rippling over theater and
threatening the domes and towers, it thrills theve® like a scene



from Othello. Like a certain woman, Venice is a place that tharh
remembers. She lacks the earthy richness of Rohe, htlly
splendour of Tuscany, and the velvety charm ofdfioe - instead
she has a mysterious magic of her very own. Sha lsasil!

And up there on the tower Della shared the maggpkrience of
sunset over Venice, tteapolavoroas it was called. As the red-gold
sun sank away into the distant lagoon, the sky IgidWed with a
translucent shade of green and the domes and s@essed softly
outlined with sheerest gold.

Twilight stole over the city and the fights of theterside houses
began to glitter and gleam in the canals. Farrothe distance the
decks of their liner were outlined by her lightsdahen the sound of
her siren floated across the water, like the dal@ssandra.

‘Time now to go.' Her hand was taken by Nick ared/tentered the
lift and were quickly swept as if from heaven totkeagain. But he

didn't lead her on to one of the motor-boats whuttter passengers
were taking. In his crisp Venetian he hailed onéheflovely lagoon

craft, on the bows of which were painted flowerd agmbols. The

sails spread themselves above the boat and tlhesevdre patterned
with stars and signs of the Zodiac.

‘These lagoon craft are callbchgozzj' said Nick, as he took the sea
at her side. '"You should not say good-bye to Vema@motor-boat.'

She smiled but didn't speak, for her voice mightehletrayed how
moved she felt as they sailed acrosdaigenainstead of cutting too
swiftly through the water to the side of the grship. She felt the
fascination and mystery of the Venetian night,rfardern dress was
concealed by the shadows and Nick might have besarimg the

tunic and hose of days gone by, and she might baea clad in

velvet edged with sable.



Then, to add to the magic, the man who guided ¢tia¢ lbegan to sing
In a dark rich tenor voiceMaridite, maridite, donzella. Che donna
maridada, e sempre bella.

Della had often sung in Italian, so she understbedvords, and she
kept her profile turned away from Nick and pretahtiebe absorbed
by the stars trapped in the dark jade sea. Getiedamget married,
girl, the married woman is always beautiful! Dellas grateful for
the breeze, for it cooled her cheeks. Did the baatsuppose that she
and Nick were sweethearts? She felt the crazyragafiher heart ...
and when they mounted to the deck of @awthic Starthere was still
no respite for her disturbed emotions. Beforengtther go to her
stateroom, Nick said quietly:

"You must accept from me, Della, a keepsake ofdayrin Venice.'
And he took hold of her wrist and clasped arountthét Florentine
bracelet which she had believed was meant for swiher woman.

‘Nick ..."

Her protest was swiftly silenced by the pressura bhger over her
lips. 'Wear it in memory of Venice, and becaudgeitomes you.'

An hour later she still wore it as she stood byoathwmle in her
stateroom, clad in her robe and unable to bringdieto dress for
dinner. She wanted to hold on to the memory ofdagr with Nick,

and as she gazed from the porthole and saw thts lafhthe ship
reflected on the water she felt a reluctance tm jthe other
passengers. They would be laughing and talkingheir ttour of
Venice, but her own had been too deeply impressorelight

discussion.

Today had been one of the most memorable days difdieshe even
felt that her life had been altered in the mostlsulvay by what she
had learned, and experienced, during her visihégptalazzowhich



was haunted for Nick by the strange girl he hadhbsserced into
marrying by his father.

No wonder his grandmother had said with such sadhiss that he
would never be able to face the thought of marrexgr again. His
first had been too traumatic and always he woutdyaa his heart
and his nerves the agony of that moment when hiseddlittle
daughter had screamed ... perhaps crying out fopdyea.

In an instinctive gesture of horror, as if she aamially witnessed the
cruelty and tragedy of that scene in Venice, D#lr@w her hands
over her eyes and the gold bracelet, engravedMattici motifs, fell
heavily against the bones of her wrist... as shagkalmost, as if a
hand reached out to clasp her by the arm.

'Oh, Nick! 'she gasped, and she knew why she ctuldce the

thought of dinner. Nick would be at the adjoiniagle with Camilla,

and she would see him as a stranger once morgakhiand reckless
mask back in place, hiding the man he truly wamftbe eyes of the
gay and reckless people whom he had chosen takegpand bright
the carnival that kept the memories at bay.

Delia sighed and bit her lip so hard that she atrdosw blood ... the
evening ahead had to be faced so she might agyeteit over and
done with, and bracing her slim shoulders she vaatkethe built-in
wardrobe and opened it. She studied the dressie® iand decided
that she must attempt to join Nick's carnivalhe tiress she selectec
to wear was of pure silk organza in blue and gredh, romantically
extravagant sleeves and a deep decollete backhé\pig it on she
recalled the first time she had worn the dress wlnoked so puritan
until she turned about and her bare back was rededarsh had
been rather shocked by the dress, and when thegdrazed he had
seemed uncomfortable, and as if he disliked togchar bare skin in
such a public place as a supper club.



Nick, she felt convinced, would be amused by thesslr

Before leaving her stateroom Delia took a long,enspnal look at
herself in the full-length mirror. The turquoise ter@al had a soft
glow against her skin, and she wore her hair iaig $ilky pageboy
style. She looked chic and outwardly composedsbatdidn't dare to
look too closely into her own eyes. Tonight theyr@venore green
than blue, as if shadowed by a hint of storm.

Her little clock chimed and her nerves tightenedhat sound. The
time had come for her to go to the restaurant dedkto walk into the
dining-room as if her day in Venice had been asfoae as that of the
other passengers who had gone ashore.

As she mounted the stairs the tannoy music wasngaybe still, my
foolish heart.Delia caught her breath and her fingertips trated
enamelled motifs of the bracelet she wore, her adigrnment, her
only piece of jewellery, lending its antique lustoeher very modern
dress.

Foolish, indeed, had grown her heart ... her cosipadet loose for
the young man who had left the strong, hard bodyNwholas
Franquila a dozen years ago.

To her intense relief Joe Hartley was about torehie dining-room
as she turned into the corridor. 'Delia!" He walftather, looking big
and solid in his dinner-suit. ‘Good evening, lasg] may | say how
stunning you're looking?'

‘Thank you. You're looking distinguished yoursélie.' She put on
her gayest smile and tucked her hand into the cobbls arm as they
walked together into the dining-room. The music wal playing
above the chat-ter, and even as Delia made herégponses to Joe's
remarks, with all her nerves she was aware ofdhg.s that foolish,



sentimental song she had once sung at a charigedon.there's a
line between love and fascination ... love andifegmon.

Joe pulled out a chair for her and she sank dotentnShe said good
evening to the honeymoon couple ... oh, yes, Vdmckbeen perfect,
just wonderful, and filled with history. Yes, watsBan Marco a place
all set for romance ... no, they had not lunchedhapiazzettabut
had chosen a littletrattoria jutting above the water. .. with
water-plants crusting its walls like a coat of gaidnail.

That must have been nice for you and Mr. Hartkgid the girl, in all
iInnocence.

‘I didn't ..."' Delia broke off and bit her lip aahale laughter trilled out
from an adjoining table.

‘Sure, it was fun.' Joe pressed his hand upon 'Bared looked her
straight in the eye, letting her know that he ustterd, and that he
was prepared to stand like a shield between hetreghan who was
amusing Camilla . . . perhaps with a droll resurff@®guided tour of
Venice in the company of the English girl.

Delia felt certain that her face went very whitevhen life had been
cruel to a man, and the cause had been a womae s no reason
why he shouldn't be cruel in his turn. Camilla laed again, and
Delia didn't object when Joe ordered a couple ofagid-tonics. She
needed the drink and when it arrived she drank rob#t without
pause.

All through dinner she kept her back to Nick's ¢éalshe didn't glance
once in his direction, and was resolved never agdimwer her guard
and allow compassion to blind her to what the ybatsmade of him.
She must never fprget again that all true feeliad heen struck as
dark and dead as lightning striking a tree andibgrall that made it
grow upright and fine. Only the body and bone atkNwvas left, and



in place of emotion there was mockery. She almashed that his
grandmother had not revealed what lay in his gast} hurt, more
than it would have done, to know that he sougltetthated because
he was afraid to be loved.

'‘Champagne, waiter," she heard Joe say. 'The faus are going to
have a party.'

And that's exactly what they had, Joe insisting tha honeymoon
couple join them afterwards in the ballroom, whireall his bulk

Joe turned out to be quite a dancer, and whereanaged to get hold
of some rolls of streamers and several bags ofetordnd had
everyone joining in the party. The noise and gasetg stamping
went on until almost midnight, when Delia had ademd sense of
claustrophobia in the overcrowded ballroom andtbagkek a breath
of fresh air and a little solitude.

She slipped away while Joe was caught in the Kis$§ting and

sought the seclusion of an upper deck, where sireetegratefully
against the cool rail and gazed at the sea, daddyding mass of
starlight, with the wake writhing after the shigkdi a great,

white-mottled snake. Here on the aft-deck all ssumdre muted, and
there was hardly a breath of wind so Delia dided&l fcold as she
rested her elbows on the rail and let the marvehefnight soothe
away her emotional aches and hurts.

‘Some daemon calmed the cur, and smoothed the Wdegt.demon?

she wondered. It surely took an angel to makdalldeauty. Demons
made only torment. .. Lucifer fallen from heavenaalk the earth

with feet of fire.

Delia tautened as she caught the sound of footfallthe quiet deck
... let it be Joe, she prayed, but as the footstap®e nearer, with a
sort of relentless precision, she knew who it wase Wwad tracked her
to this secluded corner of the ship. She alsozealihat her figure in



the sea-coloured dress was outlined by the set-digth she must
have the look of a gilded moth trapped in the sisanf a web. The
entire surface of her skin seemed to prickle wadr fof the man who
came out of the night like a spider claiming itstvn. Fool ... fool
that she was to have left the safety of the batir@amd the security of
Joe's protection.

A gasp ... or was it a groan ... escaped her as\wands came down
on her cool shoulders, bared by the deep plungadkline of her
dress. 'l very much like the exquisite state ofryondress,’ Nick
drawled. 'All through dinner | had the pleasureseéing your back
turned to me, and there is such an elegant mobibtyyour
shoulderblades.' And quite deliberately, as hisdsatied away, he
bent his head and she felt his lips against the Is&kin of her
shoulder, lingering and drifting down over the élving blade-bone.

'‘How dare you . ..?"' She clamped her teeth, fulyoausgry with him
for coming to her like this, straight from Camill&/hy can't you
leave me alone?'

‘No woman who wants truly to be alone comes to cstanthe

starlight, she goes and hides in a much less roonaliatce.' Abruptly
his hands tightened on her shoulders and he swentpHace him;
his fingers gripped her filmy sleeves, and her eye® so frightened,
like pools of quicksilver, for her foolish heartchéed her to this
moment and her heart was mocking her as much d&lhe

'‘Leave me alone, Nick. I'm waiting for Joe!'

‘The good Joe, eh? With whom you always feel safesacure as if
he were a father." His hand slid down her left amd his fingers
found the Florentine bracelet. 'l think if you truisliked me, Della,
you would not wear this. What is it, | wonder? Douyfear that
friendship with me would be like heaven trappethm arms of hell?
You know, after our day together, it was most uognas of you to



ignore me at dinner, and | refuse to believe that find Joe so
fascinating that you cannot take your eyes from'him

'l like Joe very much, and we've been over thisigdobefore, Nick.
Because | spent an agreeable day with you, beimyvrshthe
attractions of Venice, that doesn't mean | havaad&e cow's eyes at
you across the dining-room. Besides, you had comard from the
sound of her merriment | can only assume that yerevamusing her
with anecdotes of our tour of Venice.'

‘Do you really believe such a thing?' His slantaygs suddenly lost
their sensuous quality and narrowed, raking hee EMin, her
turquoise dress, and the blaze of golden hair ab@utipraised face.
‘Cielo, what a despicable opinion you must have of mehitak |
would use you as an object of ridicule. Don't yoow what kind of a
woman Camilla is? She laughs to flatter a man aalles pretend
that his every word is a gem of wRer Dio! | made no mention of
our day together, and what it meant to me to be a@bkee Venice
again in sympathetic company, but may | ask ygwif made a joke
of it all with yourtable companion?’

‘Nick, how can you ask . .. ?'

'‘How can you accuse?' He flung her away from homajrast the rails,
and his features were etched into a mask of furiooistempt.

'‘Women are all alike, the consummate Janus withfages. All day

the smiling face of sweet charity, but with the édinight the features
change to those of sweet corruption. Look at thesslryou are
half-wearing! You deserve to be spanked ... oryarcreally asking
to be seduced?’

Della clung to the rails and felt the band of tHeréntine bracelet
pressing into her wrist, reminding her of the motmehen he had
given it to her. Now it seemed to burn her arm ahd began to



wrench at the clasp with fingers that shook. 'Y-gan take this back
- give itto Camilla - she's the one who wants teéduced by you.'

‘Keep it," he snarled, 'or throw it overboard. Ytespw it into the sea,
which rarely gives back what it takes." He swungh@heel with
these words and strode off in the direction ofstaérway. Delia held
the unclasped bracelet in her hand and his wordkeier eyes close
tightly in pain and self-reproach.

What had come over her? She had never been crielrifife, yet

something drove her to say hurtful things to Nisko had already
been hurt beyond healing. Tears welled and scdldedyelids. Why
was she so on the defensive with him ... and tsahafraid to face
the answer which the sea might whisper, and thie staght spell out,
Delia left the deck and made her way to her stataréche was in no
mood to return to the ballroom and suddenly fadescribably tired,
as if all the events of the day had become a bunthech she could no
longer endure.

She undressed and went to bed, and nature wagkowh to pull a
gentle blanket over her troubled mind and she siegisturbed until
the morning.

The ship would cruise about today, giving her pagses a chance to
enjoy the brilliant sunshine, which was flooding timough the
porthole near Delia's bed and banishing last ragdows. She was
soon out of bed and under the shower, and at tiehtof the water
she felt a sudden desire to take a swim beforekfasia Swiftly she
towelled herself and slipped into a jade-green swiimand a short
terry jacket, and because her hair was the finé tbait disliked
getting wet she kept on the rubber-petalled hatvinch she had
showered and left her stateroom in the hope tratsiuld find the
swimming-pool empty at this time in the morning.



To her delight this was so and she quickly threwjaeket over a
nearby rail, kicked off her sandals and dived itite clear green
water of the pool. It was heavenly, and becausmewng was one of
the ways in which she kept fit as a singer she weag proficient in
the water and after a few laps across the podiabled herself up the
steps and made for the diving-board. She was stgritiere, arms
poised, her slim body dripping with water, wherean figure came
half-naked through one of the archways and, fingenghing his
nostrils, jumped with a sort of animal abandon thie water.

Delia stood as if petrified on the board, stillgexd for her dive, when
the man's head and shoulders popped out of thegooohe saw her
standing there, outlined by the sunlit sky. Thggsmet and held and
seemed unable to withdraw from that collision o tihark eyes,

lashes water-tangled, and the turquoise gaze bsigihishock. It was

so unfair, she thought. She had chosen this eatly o swim alone,

and it was just like cynical fate to keep throwlmay into the path of

this man.

Setting her chin, she dived and splashed wateisifabe. The mask
of the clown had to be assumed if she was to sarthis strange
infatuation for a man who could never have a peenaplace in her
life. Did it not happen time and time again to aspe taking a cruise
in warm and romantic waters? Someone with a sp&mdl of aura
stood out in the crowd and made the trip dangeyaaistiting ... she
just had to accept this and not make a drama @&ch time Nick
swam into her orbit.

'‘Good morningsignore.'She silently prayed that he would agree 1
forget the way they had parted last night. 'l haddea you were such
an early riser. Doesn't the water feel good?'

'‘Ravishing," he agreed, and in his eyes thereggliat sardonic little
signal of a truce, if she so wished it. 'l had d®a you could dive like
a champion. Can you swim equally well?"



'If you are challenging me to a race, then youoaré

She struck out gracefully for the far end of thel@nd felt the surge
of the water as Nick thrust his lean, tanned botty pursuit of her. A
thrill of excitement lent speed to her body ..was like having a
tiger-shark at her heels and she could feel thecgamgling in her
bones as she sensed him catching up with her sudilenly he dived
and came up through the water ahead of her anoedately trapped
her in his sinewy arms.

‘Nick!" She wriggled like a captured eel and hist feee was all
creased with mocking laughter as he gripped herbedy close to
his.

‘It has been a rule of mine for a long time newdet a woman get the
better of me, so | rarely play fair.' His shameltg® came close to
hers and he kissed her in the water ... it was st murious, almost
shocking sensation to feel her limbs all tangledmih his and her
lips caught in protest by his lips. They were Iikengled currents of
light and dark ... swaying water-plants locked tbge for endless
moments ... sanity overcome by a misty chaos ofrihmel and the
senses.

Play fair ... Nick could never play fair, but shash She must, for her
own sake and Marsh's.

She raised her hand and yanked at Nick's blackumailrhe yelped
and set her free. Immediately she struck out ferside of the pool
and hauled herself out of his reach and there ghensthe tiles in a
wet, breathless heap and saw with relief that offeple were
arriving to share the pool.

Her hands now felt shaky as she tugged off heracaplet her hair
tumble about her flushed face. She was filled witense of shame
and betrayal, for if she had never left off Marstfgy she would



never have become involved with Nick ... so invdltieat she fought
with him as she had never fought with Marsh, antiuebearably
shakes by his kiss.

‘All that exercise has made me feel ravenous.'aealinped to her
feet. 'I'm off to get some breakfast." She madelferrail where she
had flung her terry jacket and left her sandalisliog the pool and
aware of Nick cutting his way through the waterhnatbrown gleam
of limbs and body. He hauled himself out of thelpost as Delia slid
her feet into her sandals, and she cast him atluwokigh a wing of
her hair, defying him to come closer, her eyesHirigith warning

that she would not be touched again.

He stood there tall and dark against the greeeatdin of the pool
and drops of water tangled in the crisp hair ofdhiest and ran down
over the skin of his shoulders. The sun slanteal Inié eyes and he
shielded them by lowering the lids and letting thiek darkness of
his lashes take the glare. The entire look of histudoed Della, not
faintly but fiercely, and she snatched up her jacked quickly
covered her body, in the wet clinging suit, frora thark sweep of his
eyes.

‘Will you allow me to join you for breakfast?' hekad, somewhat
dryly, as if he knew most of what was going througgr mind. 'l
promise to be on my best behaviour, and will hav®ought to the
sun-deck if you would like to have breakfast there?

'l - I don't know, Nick." She drew the edges of jaeket together and
kept her gaze fixed on the small medallion thattglli against the
brown, shaggy strength of his chest. "You make jmes but you

have no conscience about breaking them. It isir't fawant to be

friends, but you make it far easier for us to le@emies.’

'Enemies?’' he said softly. 'l don't think of ushat way, but then you
are English and | am Italian and very possibly vee@ very different



interpretations upon the behaviour of a man withhoanan. Let us
agree to be perplexed by each other, for it wdlee that we shall not
become bored with each other.’

'l think it's safer with you, Nick, to be a boreotlY then leave well
alone.'

'Is that what you really want, Delia?' He quirkedegebrow. 'For me
to leave you alone? It could certainly be arranded,| permit no
woman to become so essential to my day, or my night | cannot
see the sun or the moon unless it is shining inelyes. Shall | go
away?'

It should have been easy to say yes, for he adhthi he was only
amusing himself with her. The word was there onlipsr her release
from this dangerous association, yet other wordsken by an old
sad woman in a cypress garden, made it too harbdéba to deny
him his amusement of her - at breakfast, at least.

'I'm a fool to give in to you, Nick,' she saidkHow | can't trust you,
but neither can | resist breakfast on the sun-d€en you really
arrange it? The waiters don't like their routinsetpas a rule.'

'Rules were made to be broken.' Nick smiled with llps, but his
eyes had an inscrutable look behind the shielasdtélian lashes. An
almost ruthless look, Delia realized, as if he nelewed his desires
to be frustrated. Her heartbeats could be felttitkg warning drums
as she looked at him ... would he have his way Wwihbefore this
voyage ended?

'l - I'll dash and change into dry clothes,' shd.s@®rder bacon and
eggs for me. | shan't be long.’

‘At your service signorina.'His voice and his glance were rampar
with amused irony, and Delia had to control herutap to dash away
from the look in his eyes. It was a look that bewa and a look that



followed her as she left him with all the compossine could muster.
It was a look that gave her pause at the officd@fPurser, where she
signed for her jade and diamond ring. The timedwade to replace it
on her hand ... her talisman against the effectchviihe Conte
Nicholas di Fiori Franquila was having on her fieg. Her safeguard
against this man who was more dangerously atteattian any man
had the right to be ... a sleek and tawny- peliger twith a thorn
buried in him, which he would allow no one to reraov

When Delia appeared on the sun-deck she was weaainc
daffodil-coloured, knee-length dress, as crisp &night as the
sunlight. Her hair was looped back in a jade per,llps were softly
painted, and on her left hand she wore Marsh's ring

Nick was waiting for her, tall in narrow-fitting dacords and a silk
shirt thrown open in the heat, very white agaihsttanned skin of his
throat. He looked absolutely male, indolent in g and yet
simmering with vitality. Below the rail where heet the sea was a
great wing of green veined with waving silver lines

'You do indeed look like the memory of mimosa aoathern wall,'
he said to her. 'The waiter is bringing our foodrays and will not be
more than a few minutes. In the meantime come aokl &t the sea,
which is the exact colour of a dragonfly.’

She came to his side and very deliberately sheddier left hand and
rested it on the top rail. In a flash the sun haddme imprisoned in
the jade and had caught fire in the guard of diadteobelia stood
very still and gazed at the sea, but inwardly leves were tied up in
knots and she could not control her slight jump nvieck spoke.



‘Very pretty.' He touched the ring with the tiphod forefinger. 'Why
have | not seen it before? Is its sudden appeasumeosed to have
some deep significance?’

She flushed and suddenly felt how inadequate slsewka&n it came
to putting Nick in his place. In an instant he hlael advantage of her
and made her feel that she had played a childistegaith him.

‘The ring is worth rather a lot of money,' she washe defensive and
couldn't be otherwise, for she was guilty of playangame of deceit.
'I'm afraid when | swim or play deck games thaidlklose it.’

'‘We were not swimming or playing games yesterdeydrawled. 'Or
am | wrong and we were play-acting?'

'l no more than you," she rejoined, her hand clegcthe rail while
the gems sparkled and gleamed in the sunshiney#reso entirely
frank with people that you can afford to judge MN&k? Did we not
say at the start of the voyage that we were botitlesh to our
secrets?'

'‘And today is your day for revealing your secrét? 8/hy, because |
kissed you in the pool and made you feel entiikly woman for the
first time in your life?'

‘That's a typically arrogant assumption of everynmhat his kiss is
the open sesame to paradise.' Della could feeéli¢rsmbling with

temper and anguish. 'l want to be friends with yigk, but if you're

going to lash at me—'

'‘Our waiter comes with our breakfast,’ he brokesnmoothly. ‘Do
control your tearspina, or he will suppose that | have been brutal 1
you, and you look incapable of being anything boxely and
innocent yourself. Would you add to my terribleutgtion?'



'l - | don't believe any more in your terrible régtion," she said
quietly, and she went to her chair and took healdiest tray from the
waiter, who had carried both trays to the sun-deith the dexterity

of his calling. He smiled at Delia, bowed at Niakd left them to eat
for a while in silence.

‘Nick ..." Delia had to speak and attempt someafaaih explanation.
'l want you to know that | left off my ring for aason that had
nothing to do with you. The man I'm going to magyhe finest man
any girl could have the good fortune to know. He lueked after me
since | was a child and taught me everything | kniBut when | came
aboard theGothic Starl felt like someone who had always bee
sheltered and had never known what it was redtly t0 face life
without the protection of - of my fiance. | tookfahy ring on
impulse. It was silly of me, but | wanted to findtef | could face up
to certain situations on my own, without this riag evidence that |
have only to say my fiance's name and there'smgpthat need worry
me; nothing | have to go without. | - | suppose dnted to be as
anonymous as possible, and no woman can be thht suth a
valuable ring on her hand.'

‘The fiance is rich, then? Well-known and imporfarick leaned
back in his deck chair with his cup of coffee ansl ¢yaze was as
polite and impersonal as if they had just met. 'Aedis older than
you, of course, if he has cared for you since yeveva child.'

'He's not in his dotage,’ she swiftly defended Matde's one of those
men with the brains and will to succeed fairly ganllife, and he isn't
much older than you, Nick. He took charge of me nvhéost my
parents—'

'‘And you feel you owe him an eternal debt of gual?'

'‘No! I love Marsh with all my heart! | - | can't agine life without
him—'



‘Marsh Graham?' The name was spoken with a sudigged accent
that made Nick seem suddenly very foreign, and &brrile is the
man you are going to marry?'

Della should not have felt so startled, for Marstswin his own way,

as newsworthy a figure as Nick. His business aws/were widely

reported; it was in his personal life that he waticent. 'l see you
have heard of him, Nick." She sipped at her cadfettried to appear
composed.

'‘Who has not heard of one of England's foremosiags?' The note
of irony was back in Nick's voice. 'So it was heonthanged your
name from the warmth of Dolly to that of the contigerfect Della?
| understand that he has a famous collection & gl Asian filigree
work, so | take it you will be joining them?'

'You can take it, or leave it." Again he had spdri& her temper and
anything might have been said in that moment ife¢liead not come
shrilling from the direction of the children's plapol the sudden
sound of a child's frightened scream. This wa®¥edld by an instant
of silence, and then the shattering of china a&'dlicay was hurled
from his knees as he leapt to his feet and wemgan the direction
of the pool.

With shaking hands Delia set aside her own trayfalmlved his tall,
imperative figure. Even as Delia ran along the dedkt of thoughts
were running through her mind. A child had screanaed for Nick
the clock had sped backwards and everything wampftan but the
one small soul he had loved... and lost.

A cluster of scared children were at the edge efgbol, and Delia
saw Nick hurl off his shoes and jump into the waterd when she
reached the poolside he had brought a child tosthréace of the
water, small and limp, with honey-coloured hairlimg wet and limp

over his arm. He struck out with his free arm for ladder of the pool



and Delia helped him to lift the little girl out ¢tthe water on to the
tiles.

‘There, Honey, it's all over - all over.' Delia théthe sobbing child as
Nick massaged the water out of her lungs. Somieeocbther children
were crying and the frightened attendant had appe#tick, his face
pale- and drawn under his tan, shot a fierce ladkeayoung woman
who was supposed to keep an eye on her chargistahes.

‘Where were you?' he demanded. 'This child cowe kdaowned and
you would have been responsible!’

'l - | only turned my back for a moment - thesengjs happen so
quickly—" The girl bit her lip and looked as if sthwuld burst into
tears herself.

'You deserve to be reported,’ Nick said cuttingfpu women amuse
me, with your pretence of care and love for chitdrall you think
about is yourselves! Your minds are filled withfsself, self!’

‘Nick,' Delia touched his wet shoulder and felt tbeseness in his
body. '‘Accidents do happen so quickly—'

'Honey was chasing her ball,' a small boy tuggdkdia's hand. 'She
slipped, | saw her, and fell in the water.’

'You see, Nick.'

He stroked Honey's hair, and only Delia knew tbatsf few tortured
minutes he had lived through the death of his deasgfrini. ‘Are you
now feeling bettemeonate?he murmured, his voice a husky cares
as he spoke to the child in his arms.

Honey buried her face against his chest, and Dekav that never
again would she think of Nick as a man without arhe






CHAPTER SEVEN

DELLA saw no more of Nick until the evening of that fyatiday. She
was in her stateroom when a young officer brougldtier to her
from the Captain. It requested that she join hird anfew other
passengers for cocktails in the Blue Lounge, arwhiree on board
ship such a request was almost a royal commandh Detided that
she had better attend and wear something rathelatpe

In fact she welcomed the invitation, for all day diad felt on edge.
After lunch, at which Nick had not appeared, she ¢p@ane along to
ask the ship's doctor if Honey was all right. 'Moktldren bounce
back from these experiences like resilient rubbalisp he had
reassured her. 'She'll be as right as rain afe@od sleep - | do wish,
however, that all mothers would have their childtanght how to
swim.'

'l believe Honey is rather afraid of the water s#ems strange,
Doctor, that the things we fear should have a wagoancing on us.’

'It's just life and its odd little quirks.' His ®wd eyes had studied hel
rather pale, tense face. '"You saw the incident V&b@ld you like a
sedative to help you rest awhile? It is upsettiogsée a child in
distress.’

'I'm all right, Doctor, now that | know Honey isfesand sound.' She
had smiled and hurried away, and after sending fH@éox of
sweets and a jigsaw puzzle, she had spent thenadterin the
smoke-room, where a few people played cards wiilers snoozed.
Della had read one of the detective novels whichliskldad given
her, along with the white roses which had slowljegfd and shed their
petals.

The roses had now been taken away and in theire pticod
flame-coloured gladioli in a vase. Della had ndteasthe steward



who had sent them, and he had seemed to takegtdated that she
knew. They stood tall and proud on the dressintgtab she prepared
for the Captain's cocktail party, and she closediad to why Nick
had chosen that particular shade of flower. Sheefbherself not to
think, but the words seemed written across theamiwhen she
looked into it, and they danced like imps as sheadder hands to
arrange her hair and her ring flashed and gleamed.

There was no forgetting what he had said to h#rat.in his arms she
had come alive as a woman for the first time inlifer There was no
denying the physical pleasure of that embraceamntater, but it had
not involved her heart, only her body. Long ago khd given her
heart to Marsh, who was so strong and so firmlyaethis path

through life. Once she became his wife, his sttengiuld become
hers and never again would he be weakened by sanii&erNick.

She would be able to feel compassion without tinghtening pull on
her emotions. She would be able to look at a wpnldke of a man
without the fear of being fascinated by him, fosd@ation was
mostly based on the curiosity of a girl who hadigue still intact.

Suddenly, as she fastened the gown she had closeat, she felt a
great need of Marsh and longed to hear his deepraasbsuring

English voice. Tomorrow the ship put in at Napled ahe would go
ashore alone - yes, all alone, and she would aeremgut through a
call to Marsh and hear him say he was missing hémaeding her.
Such reassurance would make all the difference gawel her the

strength to withstand the subtle assaults whictk Nwas making

upon her. She meant nothing to him, no woman diegver could,

and so all he had in mind was a seduction thataveduce her to the
level of other women who had fallen victims to llark, fateful

attraction. Women whom he used to revenge himsgHinat

Donaleza. Women who started by loving him and eraedating

him.



She didn't want to love Nick, nor did she wish ttehhim. She
wanted to reach out to Marsh, for he was her gaardgainst the
dark fears of the night. He was her life, and sthdd never take to
him a heart and a body another man had used. Ha wadectionist
who had fashioned her to suit his own perfect tastee gown which
she wore at this precise moment had been chosémbgnd there
wasn't a line to it that didn't suit her, not adihg of colour that didn't
blend with her cool, fair looks.

It was an entrancing peacock-green velvet dress;, senple in

design so the richness of the material could ben deeperfect
advantage against her clear skin. The dress flaupgle and regal
down over her slender body, and she thought hotalod tiny was
young Dolly Neve in that poised figure reflectechie mirror.

She fastened her jade necklace, stroked perfumehaveskin, and
assured herself that her Greek chignon was smowatisecure. If she
was strikingly attractive tonight she didn't realhyotice; her
awareness was centred on the fact that Marsh hectes# her dress,
running his firm strong fingers down over the velaad smiling his
approval with lips that sternly controlled any ateenotions he might
have felt It wasn't out of mere flippancy that haswalled ‘face of
stone' by his employees, and Delia knew that she puasibly the
only person in his life who was ever allowed to sie truly relaxed.
In front of other people he was always a figurecolnmand; she
alone held the key to his inner personality. Togaeson who needed
her no longer as a charming ward and companiora$atwife.

Her fingers clenched the jades, for at the stathisfsea trip she had
turned from him like a child resenting authorityutBiow she girded

herself in the expensive armour of the dress hebloaght her, and
armed herself with his jades ... the magic storsgBating protection

against the dark powers that lay smouldering ineyes of a dark
man.



Beware the dark stranger, she thought, as sheddbleedoor of her
stateroom and walked to the staircase that leealeck on which
the Blue Lounge was situated.

As she mounted the stairs she heard the whirringhef ship's

stabilizers and realized that they had sailed ratber rough waters.
The brilliance of the day had given way to a sulkyset; a sky of
choked-pink clouds, smoky and shot through by ktred flame -

somehow expressive of the storm within herself.réhgere black
waves riding the sea, and she gave a slight sanerglanced away
from them, and was glad when she reached the a@ddhe lounge

and pushed them open to enter.

Several of the guests were already assemblederdfin white dress
uniforms, men in white tuxedos against which thesdes of the
women looked vivid and gay. There was a clink afgks, a sound of
laughter punctuated by a sudden silence as Ddkaeshthe room. At
once she knew herself the focus of all eyes, talkinige perfection of
her dress, the fairness of her hair, and the aldefsint brilliance of
her eyes. She saw one of the women slowly arclyaorew and she
knew what the woman was saying to herself ...itlvaas just like an
operadivato come to a cocktail party dressed to kill. Délizd her
chin and braved all the eyes that were fastened bpn

'‘Miss Neve!' The Captain came across to her, redpi# in his dress
uniform. '"How gracious of you to attend our soil@sj may | say that
you look very beautiful?'

She smiled and accepted his arm. 'l have heasddf €aptain, that
sailors are the champions among flatterers. | ssgpocontrast to all
that churning sea any woman would look fetching.'

'‘My dear Miss Neve, you are not any woman.' Heednilown at her,
iron-grey head firmly set on broad shoulders ariti Wie blue of the
sea in his eyes. 'l am hopeful that you will gigdhe pleasure of your



voice, for it is true to say that sailors have aagifondness for the
singing of the. siren.'

Her smile faltered. 'l - | don't know if I'm in wegood voice tonight,
Captain.' But even as she spoke the curious feelange over Delia
that she could sing again; it was as if in that &&m garden of
yesterday her own problems had seemed to diminmnh seem

hysterical rather than real. She loved to sing,vefieted to sing, and
la nonnahad urged her to be true to her own self whemime to

singing.

Her left hand lifted of its own accord to her thraad the Captain's
gaze followed the action and the gleaming of ting 1on the third
finger of her hand. 'Who,' he bent towards heth&slucky man?'

'l am the lucky one.' She charmingly evaded a tlaaswer. 'l really
think | might sing, if you have someone who coutdampany me at
the piano?'

There was a piano set at an angle against the-sgjkey panelling of
the lounge, which had blue leather banquettesyetdrpeted floor,
and a glass bar decorated with exotic-bird motifs.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,' the Captain raised his @mding voice,
‘have we a pianist among us? Our lovely sopranstdwas agreed to
sing for us if someone can play her accompaniment?"

'‘Perhaps | can oblige?' drawled a voice from thenaay, and Delia
felt her heart skip a beat as Nick entered with @amt his side. 'l am
no Rubinstein, but | am acquainted with the piaand slightly
acquainted with the lady.'

'‘No,' Delia wanted to cry out, but already the @aptvas escorting
her in the direction of the piano. 'l - | shoulldia drink first," she
said, in a cornered voice. 'Drambuie, to smoothhmyat.'



'Of course! | am so eager to hear you sing, MisgeNd& he captain
was charmingly apologetic even as he snappedrgers at one of
his young officers. 'Steve, a little Drambuie, ahthere isn't any
available at this bar, run and fetch some fromTltaeern.’

'Yes, sir.' Steve went to the bar and sorted abouing the bottles,
and Delia began to wish that she had stayed instateroom and
hadn't appeared at the party as if she expecteel tieated like a star.
She strove not to look at Nick, but the compulsi@s too strong to
be fought and her eyes found him, at shoulder Jewal she saw how
hard and straight he held himself so that not akigi showed in his
white tuxedo. Her eyes lifted to his face, but &mswering glance
was perfunctory ... he looked at her as if she wk@ in a cotton shift
instead of a highly flattering dress. Then he ssiaanething to

Camilla and they began to cross the room in Datli@ésction.

How diamond-hard the woman was, thought Delia. GEpaf
cutting a hole in a man's heart but of never fijlthe wound with
warmth.

Nick inclined his head to the Captain and mentiathedact that they
had run into rough waters. 'l hope the weather wilprove by
morning,' he said. 'l plan to see Naples—'

‘Or die, darling?' Camilla broke in with a huskydg.

He answered her with a flickering, sardonic smiho knows?' he
drawled. 'Fate can be a dramatic director and thaug each like to
believe that we direct our own course, it isn'iytiso.’

'l shouldn't have taken you for a fatalisignore.'The Captain gave
Nick a rather quizzical look. "You appear to haaleen life firmly by
the horns, if | may say so? You seem a man whelgamther than
waits -1 understand, in fact, that you leapt iti® kiddies' pool this
morning and fished a youngster out of the watdrad it from the



attendant who was feeing very guilty and upsetwandted a change
of job. However, the very fact that this mishapweced will keep her
on her toes in future, but as | sajgnore,l would list you as a man
who holds a whiphand on life.’

"You make Nick sound rather cruel,’ Camilla pragdstpouting her
lips at the Captain and accepting a cocktail froenttay which one of
the stewards carried among the guests. 'lt wasttigydirl whom he

saved from drowning, and I'm desperately gratefdlim.'

'‘How is Honey?' Delia asked Camilla. 'l hope sheaw over her
fright?’

'Of course she is, Miss Neve. Children soon rectraen their little
ups and downs, as you will discover for yourseléwlyou marry and
have a child.’

‘A while ago | was congratulating Miss Neve on kRagagement,’
said the Captain, gallantly handing to Della thensblass of
tawny-gold Drambuie which he had taken from thedhah Steve
Ringdale.

'‘You're engaged?' Camilla focused her sharp glancBelia's left
hand. 'Did that happen on board ship? | didn'tceobefore that you
were wearing a ring. Who is the man? Anyone | kiow?

‘Well, he isn't on board this ship.' Della tookfaat her drink. 'This is
very nice, Captain, and always very soothing to tb&e. | am

wondering if you have a special favourite whemoitnes to songs? |
think it would be nice to let the choice be youss yu are in

command of this delightful cruise we are all enpjayso much.’

‘You're kind, Miss Neve!' For an instant the marmurthority looked
rather bowled over by the warm smile which Delleedied at him; a
smile that lit the blue lights in her eyes and eadr\ner lips. I must
confess that I'm not well up on classical musid, lbam partial to



songs from the musical shows. They seem more nmledio my
sea-dog's ears.' He grinned engagingly. 'lIf yataaof grand opera,
wouldn't mind singing one of those?'

‘It would be a pleasure, Captain.' Delia spokeygailit she felt as if
she were facing a greater challenge than herélstin grand opera,
when Marsh's confidence in her ability as a singad been as
tangible as a hand reaching out to press her owd. liRkight now she
faced a roomful of ship's passengers, who heldtadddasses and
continued to discuss golf, fishing, and cocktaMaaies, even as she
made her way to the piano. The burly figure of@agtain walked at
her side, and Nick strolled in their wake, tall aatdonic, and with
that animal grace that made him stand out amongr othen.
Everyone thought of him as hard, gay and self-ruded she had to
pretend to believe the same.

When they reached the piano she swung to face Nibkre was an
operetta showing in London about a year agomore, Giovanni,
which | thought was full of melody, and | am sune Captain would
enjoy one of the songs entitléte ne fregoDo you know the music,

signoreé? As you are an Italian | thought you might be awqied with
it?'

‘Assuredly.' He sat down on the piano bench andhistean fingers
along the keys, producing the gay and lilting mushe spoke of,
Then he glanced up at her, and his eyes were gmiokedly. 'l
notice that you choose the song in which the hertalls Giovanni
that she doesn't care a jot for him. | personatBfgred the other
popular song of the show." And once again he plagde of the
melody.Ti amo.l love you!

Delia turned instantly to the Captain and laid ighdly flirtatious

hand upon his braided cuff. 'l am sure you'll erjog song | have
chosen to sing. The operetta concerned a man about named
Giovanni who becomes the guardian, though a gaglebt, of a



young girl out of a convent. She attempts to refdrim, and he
attempts to inform her that love is the only thithgt a girl should
think about. In this particular song she tells hifor it's better if |
sing it in the original Italian - that she knowkadout his "ladies" and
she doesn't care a jot if every woman in Rome ligvia with him. It's
a song | very much like, so let us hope, Captait, iy voice does it
justice.’'

'l am perfectly sure, Miss Neve, that you will siiige the angel you

look." And with old-fashioned gallantry the Captéiased her hand,
and then with a commanding frown he turned to thewoguests and
requested that they take seats and sit quietlyevahié sang to them. 'l
know a cocktail party is for chit-chat,’ he salmyt'this will make a

nice change. | give you Miss Delia Neve, accommhaiethe piano

by the Conte Nicholas di Fiori Franquila.'

A spate of clapping broke out and everyone sat dowithe blue
banquettes and the bar stools. Delia flicked hee gaound the room
and saw that Camilla was staring at her from hectpapon one of
the stools, the slit skirt of her dark gold dremssaling a slim leg clad
in skin-fine silk. Camilla had protested that Nmlasn't cruel, and
Della wondered, for an instant, if he and the ativa divorcee were
having an affair. Delia didn't doubt for one mom#rat Nick would
be a superb lover ... while the attraction held;irmile the pleasure
held at bay the pain.

She turned to Nick and her smile was her stageesrgéhy and
dazzling. She saw his eyes retreat with their $eanéo the shadow
of his lashes.

'‘Avanti, maestro,she said. 'Shall we begin?'

His lean hands came down on the keys, as certéiveahusic as if he
knew it by heart. And why not? she thought, asvghiged for her cue.
He had been taught as a boy to play, and she coalgine him, when



his nights were lonely, seated at a piano in hie Nerk apartment,
playing all the Italian music he could recall rinlging the memories
closer, and closer, until he slammed down thenid went again in
search of the carnival.

Came her cue and because she was thinking of Natkat of herself
she broke into song without any effort. Gone wasréstriction, hers
again was the ability to let her voice climb anantl with bell-like
clarity into the high skies of sheer melody, whstte so loved. Her
heart bounded and her very soul seemed to singnie with her
recovered voice.

Now there was not a murmur from her audience,r@fdintest clink
of a glass. The spell was cast and Della knewdihatvas singing as
she had often longed to sing, as if only the emotnattered and not
the technique. She knew she was taking libertiés thve melody, but
Nick was following her, aiding her inventivenesstilsuddenly it
seemed quite natural for her to join him on theépiaench and to let
him lead her intoTi amo,and other songs filled with the lyrical
exhilaration of heart and enticement. It seemed tloav she had
started to sing again she couldn't stop, and &duit of her head
brought her a glance from Nick and there was aesmdiéep in his
eyes, and for an instant her heart felt as if ghihimelt.

No! Impossible! Forbidden! Swinging her in panichter audience,
plumaged in bird-green, singing her heart out fittwn gilded cage
that was invisibly locked about her.

As each song ceased, someone called out for anatigéneither she
nor Nick were at a loss. Old songs, new songs tlaaidspellbinding
sense of rapport with the people to whom she sang.

Later that night, looking back on that impromptuncert, Delia felt
certain it had been the most satisfytogr de forceof her career. And
now, as always after a performance, she felt stumgestless, and



disinclined to go to bed. If she were at home Rbse maid, would
have insisted that she drink Horlicks and takeeapmhg pill, but she
was far from home and ti@othic Starwas still pitching, despite her
stabilizers, and rain was beating down on the detise ship. There
were also flickers of lightning over the sea, argli®felt as if the
lightning was in her blood and acting like a magthett suddenly
made it impossible for her to remain cooped upandtateroom.

She had not yet changed out of her dress, andrsngtber cloak
from the cupboard she threw it around her and guile hood,
monk-like, over her hair and face.

The corridor leading from her stateroom was dedeated she had
that feeling of having this great ship to hersslche walked silently
along the blue corridor to the stairs. She was ngakior the
glass-walled recreation- room on the sun-deck, widoked directly
on to the water and would give her the feeling@hf one with the
storm without being half drowned by it. She took& Helf-service lift
to the sun-deck and managed to avoid getting tdcawahe ran the
few yards to the recreation- room.

She felt excited, like a lonely cat on the prowld after throwing off
her cloak she knelt in the window-seat, which waed in scarlet
leather, and gazed upon the heaving dark seawémnatlit every few
moments by the lightning. It had the gleam of stexil it touched the
water, when it seemed to turn blue.

Delia allowed her mind to slip back down the ye#&osthat stormy
night when she had sat like this in the bedroomsifange house and
the tears of grief and homesickness had run dowfabke just as the
rain poured unrelentingly down the windowpanes.

He had told her thatheywere dead. He had such thick and glintin
hair above his grey and glinting eyes. He frighteier a little,
though she sensed that he was kind at heart. ldetlgaibig house



was now her home, and this room of white rugs aqbcards and a
bed covered by a blue satin quilt was hers towith books and

playthings.

‘Are you my foster-father?' she had asked him,renbad looked so
odd and in a crisp voice he had corrected her.

'l am your guardian, child. From now on | take aafrgour health and
your education, and you must think of me as a friether than a - a
father. | am unmarried, you see. | am a bachelor.'

And so never again had she hinted that she would Felt much
more at home with him had she been allowed to dendhim a
foster-parent rather than a guardian. To her yolitinind the word
seemed to mean a guard, and the big house seethetithings it
seemed unwise of a child to touch. Lovely thingshaht and quiet
behind glass. Furniture so polished and so silkit damask that she
kept her hands in her pockets in case she lefefmgrks on the
glossy surfaces. Carpets so deep and pale thatratheound the
borders of them on the parquet, fearful of leatnages of dirt from
the covered terrace where she went, while it rainedake some
exercise.

And pianos! Two of them! A beautiful cream and goldge in the
drawing-room, and a black grand in the music- romhere a famous
Hebrew friend of his came to play such sad and tivagimusic. So
sad that it made her run and hide in the flowemro®@nly in the
flower- room, with its sink, its clutter of flowerases and pots, and its
smell of petals, did she feel really safe from th&tchful house
servants. There she could play about without tlae & breaking
anything valuable.

It had been on a night like this, the darkness &moly flickers of
lightning and rumblings of thunder up there in shg where heaven
was said to be, when she had wept in the window-e&der



Wedgwood room and Mr. Graham had entered so quaetit beside
her in the seat. He had drawn her into his armspaesised her wet
and stormy face to the crisp whiteness of his dsbgs. 'Tomorrow,'
he had murmured, 'the rain will all be gone. Wddgen promised an
end to this St. Swithin's bout of temperament, ®grdNo more tears
tomorrow, eh? Try to be happy, for it makes me apphave you
here in my rather lonely house.’

'l try, Mr. Graham." She had hiccuped againgt tihest and felt
terrified because her tear-wet face was markingoisly shirt.

"You must call me Marsh.' He had stroked the talisbar away from
her brow and he had studied her face by the liggtitAnd from now
on | shall call you Delia.'

'Delia?"

She came out of her reverie with a start, and itfteding seemed
reflected in her wide eyes as she sat there aghm$tame-coloured
leather in her velvet dress, gazing at Nick withaoy deep sense of
surprise. It was as if her thoughts had prepareddnehis moment,
with the rain falling from the heavens and a manviamg in
dress-jacket and shirt to say things that woulderedeep effect on
her life.

‘What are you doing here at this hour?' He camke g silent tread
across the recreation-room, and his eyes had gntalating glow to
them, as if it were natural for him to be aboutight.

‘I might as well ask you the same question, Nick.'

'l have been playing cards in the smoke-room. Bssien "has just
finished. And | felt like a solitary smoke beforering in.'

'‘Smoke, Nick,' she half-smiled. 'l shall try nota® too intrusive and
will stay quiet as a mouse.’



‘You are no mousenia.' The lightning flickered with the smile on his
lips. 'More of a nightingale, I think. We drifte@at after our concert,

but | wished to say that | have never heard yog smwell - the sea

air has done wonders for you.'

‘Thank you, Nick." She leaned back in the windoatsand felt

curiously adrift for a while from her anxieties.eSWwatched as Nick
lounged on the broad arm of a nearby chair and fimrk his jacket

pocket his leather case of slim, dark cigars. Thes a glimmer of
white teeth as he bit the end, a sparkle of flasneedlit the cigar and
jetted smoke from his nostrils.

‘Nick," she said, and her fingers played with hirtsandkerchief, 'l
had no idea that you had heard me sing before.négar mentioned
the fact.’

‘There are facts that | don't mention.' The worse& lazily from his
lips, with the aromatic smoke of his Havana. 'ided in America
and went now and again to San Francisco, so@s\iesy strange that
| should go to the Opera House to listen to Itabpera? | heard you
sing as Mimi and | admired your technique, butgbmhj Dolly Neve, |
heard you sing from the heart. It was an experié¢raoa glad not to
have missed, especially as | shall be leaving @whic Star
tomorrow and we shall not be seeing each othenagai

Delia had known from the moment of Nick's appeagahat fate had
somehow set the scene for a dramatic revelatiam fion, but she
hadn't dreamed that it would be quite so stunrmsiegthat her heart
rocked and she only just managed to stop hersath irying out a
protest. Never to see him again, devilish and iafunrg as he was,
charming and cruel as he could be!

There was a sudden sound of tearing silk and [Qelrd in surprise
at the two halves of her handkerchief.



'l am glad that you have not quite hated me," Micwled. 'Actions
they say speak more eloquently than words. | hpo&en with the
Captain and | shall not be continuing with the seui no, it is better,
asla nonnasaid, for me to find my Italian roots once agaitridd to
tear them out and the ache will always be therdéawhiy to make my
life elsewhere than in my own country. Tomorrow #g docks at
Naples and | shall be home once more, to stay. Heméere the
heart is, and | am sure you will agree?"

As Nick ceased speaking his gaze dwelt on the dip@adkerchief,
which she was gripping with her left hand, withvitsight of jade and
diamonds.

‘You are right to return to Italy." She forced lieice to be steady and
reasonable. 'l shall miss you for the rest of tbgage, Nick. Our
arguments have been stimulating, and | shall alwage vivid
memories of Venice.'

'If you enjoyed seeing Venice with me, then tomartet me show

you something of southern Italy, and the thousaaadbchorus of
cicadas that make the warm hills seem alive ansiqgl | can hire a
car and we can see Amalfi, Salerno and Sorrentth Bas something
to offer, a hillside town, a Benedictine abbey, ahé ruins of

Pompeii. | know them as only an Italian can, sonhet share them
with you for a day? In a fast car | can have yockia the ship in time
for the midnight sailing.'

Each word he spoke seemed like a tiny lifeline pehrown out to

Delia after that awful plunge she had taken, thé#ubkfeeling of a

shock-wave sweeping over her. One more day, twélgars

stretched into a lifetime, before tlé&othic Starleft him behind in

Italy and sailed off with her to other ports beftre journey home to
England. She had to clutch at what he offered, évengh she knew
that the lifeline must be severed in the end.



'‘Why not?' she said gaily. 'lI've always wantede® Naples. Tell me,
Nick, why did the poet say "see Naples and die"?'

'‘Poets always exaggerate, and nothing ever reiay 4 flower goes
back into the ground, and places seen and peopleadmn our
minds, and our hearts, with their memorials.’

‘Tonight,signore,you are very profound.’

‘Tonight, signorina, | am very lItalian." He stubbed his cigar an
reached for her cloak. '‘Come, let me take you to gaite. You must
have a good night's sleep and be in good formoimiotrow.'

Della rose to her feet and let him enfold her ia #elvet cloak. He

was very tall as he stood close to her, and sheétdidre to look at his
face to see what it masked, or chose to reveay e never been so
near to each other, nor as far apart.

‘You should like Sorrento,’ he said, as they walketl on to the
sun-deck, which smelled of the rain which had dcaegy. A cool,

storm-washed breeze blew at them from the sea vdtiiclheaved a
little, like a bosom after a storm of tears. Whaeyt reached the
stairway, by passing the lift as if by mutual carsehey both

glanced back a moment as if sharing the thouglitrieger again
would they walk together on the sun-deck, or du#l e words that
flashed like sword-points around their secret selve

They were descending the stairs when the ship keawd Delia

would have stumbled if Nick had not caught hold¢hef. He drew her
hard against him and the light of a wall-lamp fthien his face and
Delia saw a man who might have been a rather wéudaan if fate

had not kicked the dreams out of his eyes and étindim to

tenderness for too long a time.

At the door of her stateroom they parted for tighhi'l shall see you
domani.'He gave her a sudden formal and very Latin boayirg



his heels together in the faintest cliBkibna notte, signorinaand
sleep well.’

‘Goodnight,signore’' She drew back into her stateroom, the hood
her cloak falling away from her ruffled fair halrer eyes almost as
green as the jade on her hand. 'And thank younfatimg me to share
a little more of Italy with you.'

After he had gone and she had closed the dooistebe unmoving
there and allowed the realization to sweep overthat this time
tomorrow night he would be a memory; a shipboarguamtance
come and gone. And that was life ... life tltmew iron tears down
Pluto's cheek, And made Hell grant what love diekse



CHAPTER EIGHT

DELLA's training in opera, with its disciplines and itsistence on
control of body and mind, paid off for her the mogthe Gothic
Staranchored in the Bay of Naples.

She had rolls and coffee in her stateroom, showanddiressed with
care, and then went on deck to join the passengeoswere going
ashore on the tender. The storm and wind of lagitriad happily
passed on their way and the sea and skies weltd lang beckoning.

Delia saw Nick the moment she stepped on to thartiege deck. She
watched him a moment as he stood at the rail eddeyazed at the
white terraces of Naples and the cone of Vesuvsgisg above the
town in the background. Della ached with an inéroteep pain, for
Nick and for herself, then he turned around ag ifdit her eyes upon
him, and instantly she wooed a smile to her lips.

He smiled as his gaze passed over her, takingempéte-coloured
dress she wore, with a deep hem of coloured silgew into a

striking pattern. A deep- brimmed hat shaded tledgireen sorcery
of her eyes, and her only adornment was a neck¢iwdaiing a coral

charm. Her heartbeats quickened as Nick's eyesteegd the fact
that she had left off her engagement ring, hisiegelarrowing until

his lashes completely concealed his expression.

He came towards her and she felt that emanatiodganger, and
desire. 'You look more beautiful than | have seamlpok before,' he
said. 'As if you had just stepped out of the frazh@ modern-day
Gainsborough. Italysignorina, will fall in love with you.'Grazie,

signore.'Her heart had instantly warned her that it had lzesnstake
to remove her ring, for now she had underlinedsigaificance of
this, their last day together. It was as if she taim without words
that today they forget everyone and live only ferhselves.



Tilting her chin, playing theliva, she gave a laugh. "You look very
distinguished yourself, Nick." She flicked her eyeser his
wine-coloured suit and pale-grey shirt with a sitldlyeen to it. His
black hair was smooth as a hawk's wing, with taeitfsheen of silver
over the temples. "Very much the lordly gentleméitaly.'

At once his lashes lifted and she caught the fuitd of his gaze,
exciting and dangerous, so that she almost turndeoheel and fled
from him. He seemed to sense that this might happdrhe reached
out for her hand, gripping it, letting her know tie meant to have
this day with her.

‘Andiamo,'he murmured. 'You made a promise and must kéep it.

‘Very well, Nick." She smiled and tried not to fée$ touch in her
very bones. 'Shall we join the others? They're atibgo aboard the
tender.'

It was in the queue of disembarking passengerslibgitcame face to
face with Camilla, who had Honey with her, andeastrd carrying a
couple of suitcases. Honey was full of chatter alben grandfather,
whom she and her mother were meeting on the dack.swung the

child to his shoulder and he studied her young fat®er earnestly.
‘You are happy to be going with your grandfathelve?' he asked
her. "You will become almost an Italian young ladi?’

‘Grandpapa has a vineyard, Nick,' she told himeagdh is, you will
never guess, near the big mountain that is fulheé.’

Vesuvius?' he smiled. 'Yes, the grapes grow bigfandp there, for
the soil feeds from the long-dead lava. Gieestrahills are up there,
all golden in the summer time. It is good to limdtaly, little one.'

Camilla stared at Nick, as if seeing what Delia badn, that he was
entirely Italian today, with not a hint of that seacosmopolitan in his
manner and his smile. 'Nostalgia for Italy doesehgou in its grip,'



Camilla said to him, and there was a tightness tabeulips as her
glance flickered to Delia and then back again tokNil could have
spent the day with you, but my father-in-law wilpect me to spend
a few hours at the villa, while Honey settles in.'

‘That is only natural, on both counts," he saitheacrisply. Then he
looked again at Honey and brushed a kiss acrosshieek. "We will
sayarrivedercifor now,car a,but | will come and see you one day &
the vineyard of your grandpapa. How will you likeat?'

'‘Oh, Nick!" The child tightened her arms about mexk. "Will you
really?’

'Yes indeed. It will be fun, eh?"

‘Nick, don't make that sort of promise,' Camillak® in. '"Honey will
expect you to keep it.'

‘And | intend to keep it." His eyes met Camilld'sam staying on in
Italy and leaving the ship today. My luggage isnigetaken to the
Francesco Hotel in Naples, where | shall stay agétntravelling on

to Tuscany in the morning. The time has come fotoxg® home - do
you know those lines of Browning's®pen my heart and you will

see, Graved inside of it, Italy".

‘And | wonder how long you'll last, Nick?' Camill@ve him a long,
challenging look. "You aren't going to find very chifun or diversion
in the wilds of Tuscany, for | shouldn't imagineté are many smart
restaurants or clubs in that vicinity, least ofta# sort of women for
whom you have acquired a taste. Don't tell me yeupéanning to
live like a monk, Nick? Or have you a loeahatawho has devotedly
waited for you all this time? | have heard thaliditas usually end up
marrying a girl chosen for them!'

Delia held her breath as Camilla unwittingly striatkNick's secret,
and deepest wound. But all he said, perhaps betmukeld Honey



and would not be angry in front of her, was thaitshould go aboard
the tender. It was a relief for Delia when theyldmt and Nick said
good-bye to Honey, who then rushed at Delia foug &nd a kiss.
‘Will you come with Nick?' the child asked, asaibund them on the
dock people milled and talked in a mixture of laages. 'When he
comes to see me?'

And the answer which Delia had to give was stitiWeen Nick and
herself when they sat in the supercharged coupehwie hired for
this last day they would ever share.

They swiftly left behind them the animated, colalidnd confusing
centres of Naples, heading for the autostradaldédato Salerno'O
dolce Napoli, O suol beata\ick murmured. ‘Naples is the heavel
and the hell in the soul of the Italian.' They spéahg an esplanade
flanked by gardens and ofzhlazzospne of which Nick pointed out
as the house where Admiral Nelson had first faltelove with Lady
Hamilton.

'For many Italy has been the land of love. But d&tners,' Nick

shrugged and swung the car pastpglazzettaof a church where he
said Shelley had had christened a small girl winmght have been
his, for he had given her his own name. They tress@d through the
district of La Torretto, where long ago had stoddak-out tower for

the warning of the residents that Barbary piratgpssihad been
sighted.

A few more miles and they were in the countryside he warm air
smelled of stone walls in the sun, fresh bread ftbm farmstead
ovens, and the tang of herbs on the hillsides. Tilzerelled past olive
groves and terraced vines, and old ruins like ghiosthe sun.

‘Shall we bypass Pompeii and go on to Ravello?'k Nisked
suddenly. 'l am not in the mood for what is past anned, are you?'



She felt the double meaning in his words, thougltdiddn't know
that she had been let into the secret of his owh pdike the sound of
Ravello," she said at once. 'l believe Caruso daom there, didn't
he?'

'It could be so. Delia, sing for me now! Anythirg,favourite of
yours, for it is said that if you sing in Italy yeull always sing, and |
like to think that you will remember today when ysimg again in
England.’

‘Nick - I couldn't." Her throat was hurting hert fehen she sang again
in England this sad, lovely, immortal day woulddser, and like the
asphodels on the hills it would be just a memotye English sky
would never be so blue, nor the air smell of wind Aoney. There
would be no oleanders gone wild, nor hills hauriigdonely olive
trees. There would be no more the brush of a winksured sleeve
and the play of dark eyes over her face.

‘Take off your hat," Nick ordered, 'take a deemtiref air and sing
just for me. Come, | don't make you shy, do I?'

'‘Heavens, no.' She obediently unpinned her hatearolose her hair,
which the sun quickly found and set shining. 'Whgwd | be shy of
one man when | have sung for thousands?'

‘Why indeed?' he drawled. 'Now you have found yaice again
you should exercise it. Sing!'

‘You sound as bullying as my old music master,'rebarted.
'‘Was he an Italian?'

‘What else!" She gave a slightly tormented laugthat would you
have me sing, tyrant? It seems | am at your memujgs from
anywhere, in the depths of your Sabine countrySideu know the
story of the Sabines?'



‘Yes, | am old enough for that.'
‘And old enough to wed a man. Why did you leaveyofir ring?'
'l can soon replace it. | have it in my purse.’

‘No, leave it where it is. | understand why you Yelu could not wear
today the love token of another man. It is a toskElove, eh?’

'Yes." A note of restraint came into her voice. MWan could be as
good to me as Marsh has been and not - love me.'

'l have heard that he's a tough character wheoniies to business.
Does he bully you?'

‘No!
‘Your denial is very emphatic, Dolly.'
‘My name is Delia. Marsh had it changed legallgragltime ago.’

'l can't help but wonder why. Dolly is such a giliand kissable
name.'

'Please, Nick!'

'Pleasenina.' He cast her a mocking sideglance. 'What would yz«
like from me?"

‘An end to this inquisition. | care for Marsh - Ihas been the greates
influence on my life - and he needs me.'

‘And what do you need, Delia?'
'‘Happiness, like most people.’

‘What if | might also have a need for - someone?'



‘There are lots of women to satisfy your needskNihey have
nothing to do with the heart.’

‘What would you know of my heart? | keep it firmbcked against
lovely innocents like you.'

'You also keep it locked against the Camillas innfde. You told me
yourself, Nick, that love for you is a matter oflay and a night. No
more than a session at the gaming table, or a atéhk Ritz. You
partake of love as if it were a buffet of caviarel @hampagne, and
then you stroll on to a race meeting, or an eveatripe opera. | don't
blame you, Nick! But will you really settle down Truscany after so
long at the fair?'

'l shall try, and if | fail the fair is always theeto welcome me back.'
'Oh, Nick-'

‘You sound so painedhina, as if you feel sorry for me.' His tone of
voice hardened. 'Don't waste your pity on a man hWéa® made his
own bed of nails.’

'‘But you didn't make it—' She broke off, realizihgit she had almost
said too much. 'l mean, there is usually a reasoyn semeone goes
astray, and | expect you have your reason.'

'Oh, it's always "because",' he drawled. 'Now theeecue for a song,
if | ever heard one! Della, do you know it?"

'Yes—' The road they were driving along was winduqgvards

above a breathtaking valley filled with orchardsd ahe silvery

foliage of olive trees, and she knew they were éong) Sorrento, the
lotus-land of Italy. It was all so beautiful, antita be seen only this
one time with Nick, that Della felt moved to teliihthat she knew a
about Donaleza, his arranged marriage, and thé déais daughter.
She wanted truth between them, not a valley of saskere they



stumbled around the truth, avoiding it and bruis#agh other in the
process. She almost spoke, but from under her dashe saw the
adamantine set of his chin, clefted with shadove & his lips set
firmly, and felt her own fear of the anger she nhigftouse in him. All

he wanted was a day snatched out of time ... theofwthem happy
for a while, with no yesterday, and no tomorrow.

So as they drove above the valley filled with teefpme of oranges
Della sang for him a love song that could neveredme.

She sang to the music of the birds and the spe&diegls of the car,
and as the last notes died away and they slowadbend of the road,
Nick reached for her hand and thanked her witrsa &n each finger.

The action was so courtly, so much nicer than wddg Della felt a
whimsical longing to believe that never before MNidk kissed a
woman in quite that way.

'You needed to come to Italy to find your true &ite said.

She smiled in answer to him, and knew that in emghdor her voice
she had lost much of her heart.

With Sorrento behind them, the landscape becantenénd lost the
grace and garden beauty of the place whose verlg waémed to
smoke with scent in the sun. Now they drove alomgde stretch of
coast, rising above a sea that was a blazing nfasster-flames,
circling into a ruggecaornichethat seemed as if it had dug itself ou
of the great cliffs, providing spectacular viewslanaking the heart
race. This went on for miles, straight through beart of sleepy
villages, almost Saracen, with whitewashed housssdd in thick
walls and flat roofs. A coastline raped in the dilys by Barbary
corsairs, so that it wasn't truly surprising theg eastern look should
linger.



The air blew like the tang of a strong and intotrg@wine, and Delia
delighted in the feel of it in her face and herrhaihich had now
blown out of its neat styling and was free andliaragoout her flushed
face.

She felt a sense of rapture and could not forbidaay of all days, to
go away. She opened her eyes and her heartaftdtjourneyed as if
through space with Nick. It seemed so, for theyenggh above the
sea and travelling swiftly towards Amalfi. 'Hunghick flung at
her, through the rushing of the wind. 'We couldclhuat Amalfi-and
save Ravello for the afternoon.’

'l am in your hands,' she laughed, brushing a winlair from her
eyes, which were the colour of the sea and fillgtl the same sunlit
sparkle. 'This is your Italy, Nick, so you know besgat we should
do, and how much time we have to spare.'

'Let us pretend that we have a thousand yeargjuipped. 'Lunch,
then, at the first interesting place we come upon.’

This turned out to be astorante of flower-hung stone, where they
chose a table in the garden, set near an archvekyntp on to the
pink-washed houses and lemon gardens of AmalfiyTdte giant
prawns roasted with lemon, dark crisp bread witttdopand a tangy
white wine. Bees hummed among the flowers thattecuthe walls
of the garden, and Della ate her food, oppositek Nutho had
discarded his jacket and tie, and who sat therégewdeth biting dark
bread, with the same air of Latin virility as thishiermen and
lemon-workers who came here to eat fish and streese with
onion, all washed down with a strong wine of thevance. Was this
just a sun-dream, she wondered, and would she wa&evhile to
find herself alone? Suddenly she reached out vathwine glass and
let it clink against Nick's, and the sound was,rbe swift, quizzical
smile was real, and so was a growl of laughter feonearby table.



'‘Bene' said Nick. 'The wine idolce, si?'

'Si."' She smiled and drank and let it go to her head.d&in't want to
care what Marsh would think if he could see hehtrigow, sitting
here among fishermen, her hair all tousled aboutféee, eating
prawns and drinking wine with a man who was an &éochrake. She
played with a flame, and saw it smouldering in Nickyes as they
played over her bare neck and arms.

Suddenly he was leaning forward and looking keeaty her
unguarded face. 'How nice to be Apollo and frelase you wherever
you are free to be kissed.'

'‘Apollo?' She dipped a prawn in lemon sauce amditii look more
innocent than she felt. 'It must be the wine, beeduwon't get you.'

'‘God of the sun. See how he plays with your hait stnokes your
neck. No mortal man is allowed to be so daringhfowould have his
face slapped, eh?' Nick's teeth gleamed againsaiien darkness of
his face. 'Today you are like Proserpina, both cemb and nervously
aware of everything around you. You admire the geteyou know

Its roots to be twisted. You see the hawk-moth swaothe ladybird.

You are alive to all this exquisite cruelty antuirts, en?'

‘Yes,' she admitted. 'But wasn't Proserpina swoopdaly Aidoneus,
who rode up out of the flowers in his dark chariot?

'‘Lord of the dark,' Nick drawled, his eyes fixedonpDelia's. "The
most ruthless of all the gods, eh? Only the virlgRraserpina could
brighten his dark world for a while. Yes, just towhile." Then, as if
his dark memories flared into active pain, he sedppus fingers for
the waiter and their second course was hurrieddmt

Half an hour later they were off in the car agalitk's jacket flung to
the back seat with Delia's hat and bag. The sunrigda) high and



only the rush of the wind saved them from beingdoed as they
sped along the mountain road to Ravello.

Delia sat silent, enjoying the drive until theyabad the Valle delle
Dragone, with its look of a world lost in hangingrdens and old
sprawling villas, with columns green with foliageelia caught her
breath and felt a wild stirring of her emotionsdas if in answer to
her unspoken plea Nick brought the car to a haltiaclung there
against the mountainside, and they were as if titlemeath a wing
of the cliffs.

‘And there lies beauty, which the modern world matsyet ravished.'
Nick spoke very quietly, one hand on the wheel, #redother arm
stretched along the seat behind Delia's shouldemsas worth the
long drive, eh?'

'Yes,' she murmured, and she was very still insleet, not making a
movement that might break the spell. Also she weara that any
slight movement might bring her into physical cantaith Nick and
such a contact, while she was made so vulnerabileddyeauty of the
valley, might be inflammable. All day, right upttus moment, there
had been this awareness between them, and betaesea thing of
the senses it had to be fought even if it couldosoignored.

‘There is a fine olgbalazzoat the other side of the valley which yot
might care to see.’

‘That would be nice.' Delia could feel him lookiag her, and she
didn't dare to return his look. His eyebrow woulel dquirked, his
mouth would wear that slightly mocking and indulgeurve, and the
grey silk of his shirt would be opened againstlih@mvn strength of
his throat. Delia would see all this and there wogb winging
through her that treacherous urge to be gatheose elgainst his lean
and exciting body.



'Yes, do let us go and see thedazzo She found the handle of the ca
door and pressed it downwards, and quickly steppgdn to the
grass. She told herself wildly that what she f@ltNick was impurely
physical ... something she was experiencing forfitsetime in her
guarded life, and she just had to get throughdayswithout giving in
to it. It would be a draught of wild wine, a forblieh rapture, followed
by the awful regret that she had broken faith vitarsh ... dear,
strong, generous Marsh, who had waited so patiénthecome the
lover of his Galatea.

She and Nick scrambled their way down the hillsid&ging to
clumps of herb and rock in their descent to thelgias and terraces of
the old palace, which had a medieval courtyardepatd by tiles in
which the device of the family had been stampeayT¢limbed the
courtyard steps to the terrace that overlooked sheounding
countryside, and it was then that Nick told herwbois home in
Tuscany, which he said was a rambling house ugdatitap, which
equally magnificent views over the Tuscan fieldd aalleys.

'‘When dusk falls and the moonflowers open on tieis, it is very
quiet up there, with only the cicadas purring ie thees. | have a
terrazzomuch like this one, and it is peaceful to sit &iawith a
humidor of cigars at hand.' Nick pressed his hatmlsn over the
stone coping of this terrace on which he stood @itha, and she saw
the knuckles of his hands slowly whiten under trenm skin. In the
quietness of those Tuscan evenings he would be tdéduby
memories, and he knew it. There would be no gayizalrto drown
the tormenting whispers and the scream of the drayvn

'Yes, with the fall of dusk everything is so fragjig cool after the
heat of the day. Cool like the sound of a fountie, the petals of the
moonflowers, and the pale skin of a strange woriiie. moths fly
about like ghosts . . He broke off with a harsthsagd abruptly his
left hand was gripping Delia's, and she didn'tffigim, for she knew
he had need of a spar as the memories swept aveAffier several



moments he looked at her hand and slowly looseredrip as he
saw the pressure marks on her skin. 'What a frégilg is a woman's
hand, and yet in some ways how strong. It rocksctadle, soothes
the brow, and sometimes it kills. These two fingdre played with
the fourth and fifth fingers of her hand, 'the nage and death
symbols. And within the palm the warmth and th@sknd here at
the wrist the pulse and the veins leading to tlathé& woman holds
happiness and hope in her hand, and sometimesketemmnation.’

'‘Don't, Nick! Oh, please, don't go on tormentingiigelf!' The words
broke from Delia and wouldn't be held back. 'l taear to see you
like this—'

'Like what?' Suddenly his face was savage, as mhight strike her
for the pity in her voice. 'What the hell are yalking about? What is
tormenting me? That you belong to some other man?’

'‘No!" She cried out as if he slapped her. 'I'm ad pf what hurts you
so badly. As if | would think so!

‘Then what are you thinking?' His hands leapt ip and hold her by
the shoulders, and his fingers felt as if they wawening her skin.
'‘We've talked in riddles long enough, you and ke $ou my torment,
and are you preparing to put me out of my agony?’

'Don't!" She flinched in the face of the devil $fa&l let loose in him. 'l
- | know about your little girl. Your grandmothexrid me how you -
lost her.'

‘Lost her?' he gritted. 'To lose something implied it can be found
again, but | can never find Trini again. She ligedshort a time, and
she died forever. But how would you understand vithfaels like to
have a part of yourself torn out? You have beeoaned for too long
a time in the silk nest made for you by a rich ectibr of beautiful,
perfect things. Your day always started with a rase silvery tray,



and ended with a chaste kiss on the cheek. Whatwow know of
love?"

‘What would you know of it?' she flung back at hiffou married to
suit your father, as | shall marry a man who hasnbgood to me.
Love has more than one face - sometimes it hasdféce.'

‘There is another kind," he taunted her. 'And eeitf us has found
that. The kind that lasts till the sun grows caldd the stars are old,
and the leaves of the judgment book unfold. Dalltrhe the jade

ring implies such a love for you.'

‘It implies trust, affection, mutual respect. Th@se good qualities,
and far more lasting than a mere hunger of theesersls it a hunger
of the senses which | arouse in you?' The look whie swept over
her was so insolent that it was unbearable, andvsaeched aside
from him so suddenly that his fingers tore the feilk of her dress

and his fingernails ripped her pale, fine skin. §hee a cry of sheer
pain, and the next moment she was stumbling doeneittace steps
to the courtyard and running wildly to the half-opgate. All she

wanted was to get away from the devil in Nick, tingre was no place
to go but the car, and if she could reach it belfiimg she would drive

it herself, back along that mountain road withdka as her guide.

But Nick was long-legged, agile and angry, anddegbt up with her
as she was scrambling her way up the hillside tera/lthe coupe
stood with the red glow of the sunset on its bodywtelia!" Nick

gripped her left ankle with his hand and made peasl among the
longheaded herbs and the thyme, captive as anyn&abith tears
spilling down her face. He knelt beside her, hmsacross her body.
'‘Don't be a child,’" he said roughly. 'Don't cry, yourself, or for me.'

'Y-you don't care who you hurt,' she said, thest@anning into her
hair, and down the slope of her cheekbone. "Yoseludf everyone
who would be y-your friend. You slap away the hémat would like



to offer you a little sympathy - only a little, Nicbecause | know that
nothing anyone can do can turn back the page®giittyment book.
I lost my father and my mother, and | care for Masscause he tried
so hard to make up for their loss. | let him tryt lpou have never
allowed anyone to' do that for you, Nick.'

'Perhaps | have reserved that privilege for yoe.rbught his face
down close to Delia's and she saw the little flanfgaurgatory in his
eyes. 'Come, Delia, burn with the memories, tHerfideaves of time.
Be the little martyr with me, as you plan to bensth Marsh Graham.
Cielo, a pair of sacrifices will surely put you in favowith the
angels.'

‘Damned devil! she cried. "You've lived in helllsag that you're no
longer completely human. | know what you can dom& and | know
the limits of my strength—"

‘It would be Sabine history repeating itself, elf2giArou are not going
to beg and plead your way out of my arms?"'

She gazed up scornfully at him, even while hertitbadded its panic
beneath the pressure of his arm. His face thisedosher was as
wickedly fascinating as she first remembered it, what had been
added was a look so ruthless that it might haven ltlee face of a
devil... uncaring of anything but making a womaiy plae price of
what had led him into hell. Her head seemed to sanchshe seemed
to lose awareness of everything but the sudden veaush of the
mocking lips on hers, the feel of the hard bodydha her to the
crushed herbs, the molten flow of the sunset agdies closed
eyelids. If it was hell, it was also heaven, thé&dywvarm, male lips
passing all over her face and down against heathhis smothered
words reaching her senses if not her ears. Thensecef the herbs
rose all about them, and her will to resist was thke sun going down,
flushed and tormented, her golden head thrown lmaak attempt to



elude the lips that seemed to know exactly whers whs most
vulnerable and nervous.

He would not have let her go, she knew that..a$ womething more
primitive than even he that tore them apart fot puisnoment ... a
rushing sound of rocks suddenly torn loose fromgimind and set
tumbling on their heavy, jagged course down thisitg.

The earth rocked, everything moved, and with thtl o&the Italian
who has felt this kind of commotion before in hie,l Nick rolled
over and over, with Delia clasped to him, out & gath of the rocks
which the earth tremor had disturbed.

Now to be locked in Nick's arms was a different edrexperience,
shielded with him by a hummock in the ground asgagh beneath
them seemed to billow and heave for moments on é&Fke
terremoto,'he breathed in her ear. 'This is how it comes, tiite fist
of Jupiter crashing down and shaking us all bysttreff of the neck.’

'You - you deserve it,' she choked, and all at dmee face was
pressed to his shoulder and she was laughingughiag with her
release from the emotions which had been unbeagablysed, torn
naked from the cool recesses of the composed pstsoihad been
taught to be.

*You have more courage for the earthquake tharngwa for me, eh?’
His fingers stroked upwards through her hair, agjathe roots,

making them tingle as if she were a cat. 'Yourdeamight have made
a lady of you, but he has forgotten to take intooaat that at heart
you are a girl of the people. Come, the tremorassmpg, and so is
time. If | am to get you back to the ship by midrtighen we must
drive very fast.'

He helped her to her feet and as she brushed #sseag from her
dress, everything was strangely still again. Ay thalked to the car,



she raised her face to the sky that was a ratherous dark red. 'l
must thank you, Lord Jupiter,’' she said.

Nick smiled sardonically as he opened the car dddould it have
been so terrible?' he drawled. 'In this permisaye?’

'l am not a permissive person,' she said, takingshat. ‘Will the
tremors return, Nick?'

'‘Which ones?' he asked, and she heard him lauis ithroat as he
took his own seat and pressed the switch thatddfse roof of the
coupe and folded it down. Now they were enclosegttoer in the
intimacy of the car, and outside the Italian niglas falling, mantling
the hills which had been so rudely disturbed onilgva minutes ago.
The car engine leapt into life and warmth begacame from the
heater.

‘Are you going to be warm enough?' Nick asked '¢e. have a long
drive ahead of us and when the sun dies, the hé&a¢ day dies with
it.'

'l shall be all right—' She was confused by his agon, for it
followed too closely upon his wilful lovemaking.

'‘Reach for my jacket,' he ordered, 'and put it adoyou.'
You'll want it—'
‘Do as you are toldjina.’'

‘Very well.' She leant over to the back seat and# twld of his jacket,
which was smooth to the touch, the wine-colouretensl lined with
grey silk which made her shiver slightly as it bred her arms, and
the bared part of her shoulder where her dres®éand torn by Nick.



'Is that better?' he asked, making a smooth turtherroad, which
was luckily free of rocks, most of which had tuntbldown the
hillside below the road.

Yes, thank you."' A note of constraint had come h@ovoice ... in his
arms she had been at the mercy of his angry padsibmight now,
wrapped in a garment of his, she was at the mefclgeo own
compassion. The material enclosing her was redalémiis cigar
smoke, and the image of the way he had lookeddsigmt the ship's
rail, a look about him of a man lost in a very p&ia loneliness. Her
fingers clenched the jacket and she pulled theacalp about her
throat.

They had passed through the shuttered villagesmwésto, and were
descending the road at a good pace, the light @f theadlamps
fanning out ahead of them to show the way, whemtatince there
loomed in their path what looked like half a moumt@pped off and

flung down in front of them. Nick flung on the bexkand theycame
to a halt a second or two before they would hatvéheilandslide.

'‘Che triste, che disastroNick exclaimed. 'Will you look at that! The
car would have to be a tractor to climb over thit h

Disaster indeed! Delia peered forward and tookhe blockage
which loomed dark in the light of their lamps. TWwlole mess of
rock and clumps of broken earth sprawled to thg esige of the
road, spilling over and sealing off their progressffectively that all
they could do was turn to each other and look rdtse.

'We should have to return to Amalfi and take tHeeotoad,' he said,
‘and even then | could not get you back in time tfe midnight
sailing.'

"You mean we're stranded, in the middle of nowhere?



'You can see it. The tremors must have struck wetremore force
and brought down several tons of rubble. | camgitdo back the car
until it is comparatively safe to turn around, uvill be risky on
such a narrow road.'

'‘And what is the alternativeignore?'Somehow she had to be formal
for the situation had taken on risky aspects - arenways than one.
‘Do we stay here all night in the car?'

He sat thoughtful a moment, the engine quiet navd anly the

tapping of his fingers on the wheel to break thense. Then abruptly
he spoke. 'With the engine shut off there is nomtharfrom the

heater, and if | keep the engine running we wilblbé of gas by the
morning. No! | think our best plan would be to fihdbitation and
beg a night's lodging. | am sure we passed a heoosk or two back,
and it shouldn't take us long to find it again. Weilgnorina,what do

you say?'

'It seems an excellent idea to me—' But her face pemsive in the
slanting light of the dashboard. 'It will be a ranise missing the boat.
The next port of call is one of the Greek islarsts) should have to
fly there to join the ship. Oh dear!'

‘Are you thinking of the fiance and what he willy8adrawled Nick.
‘You are going to be foolish enough, or honest ghda tell him, eh?’

'l - I've always told Marsh everything. He admitemesty, and we
are only guilty of being caught in the middle of @arthquake. If |
don't tell him, he may hear the story from someelse, and you
know how people embellish a bit of—' She broke biing her lip.

‘Scandal?' The word came with the smoothness lofosilsteel. It
would inevitably be scandalous for a girl to benaldor the night
with Nick Franquila. Well, my advice to yomjna, is to keep this



episode to yourself. | would be the last man othetardeny my own
reputation, and | should hate to break up a tromarce.’

'‘Don't be sarcastic,' she flashed. 'Because yoe Inavprinciples
doesn't mean that the principles of other men arere-narrow.
Anyway, | think we should go looking for that housefore we end
up having an argument that will make things seeranemnore
uncomfortable than they are.’

‘Sweet child, | did not cause the earth tremoral/mery well be in

league with Satan, but | have never been to Olyrapdsmet Jupiter.
Come, shall we bravia notte brunatogether? It may worry you to
remain alone in the car while | go searching faalit&n.'

They left the car standing all alone in the shadbtike landslide, and
still wearing Nick's jacket around her shoulderke- refused the
return of it almost brusquely - she walked with hinmough the

darkness that became less so as their eyes aceastbemselves to
it. The starlight was obscured by the clouds thattewiding the sky,
and now and again below the road edge a night dnetl, as if

disturbed by the sound of their footfalls.

‘The night speaks of different things to peoplaid Nick, after they
had walked in silence for a while. 'What does it &ayou, nina?
Does it unnerve you, or excite you? Does it whisplebeauty or
menace?’

'‘Right now of hunger, I'm afraid." She gave a sliglugh, for she
didn't wish to be drawn into an emotive discussuith him, not right
now, when she was so alone with him and there washance of
getting back to th&othic StarHis height, for instance, always mads
her feel rather defenceless, but as they walkedgale seemed to
tower beside her in her low-heeled shoes. The Wlutered the
sleeves of his shirt, and there was a dark, pakgicace to him, a
careless salute to fate that this should happt#reta. He had the kind



of reputation that could not be damaged, but dbelia shivered and
drew his jacket closer about her.

‘Look!" He suddenly gestured at a pair of iron gatet back from the
road and revealed by a queer flickering light.

'Will-o'-the-wisp," she gasped. 'But | thought -ntlothey haunt
wasteland and empty places?’

‘We must hope that the house is inhabited,’ he gaishing at the

gates so they groaned. 'This seems to be the omlyeharound and
we can't keep walking. Chin upina. You might soon be eating hot
pizzafor your supper. Think of it!"

'‘Don't, Nick," she begged, for it now seemed haimse they had
eaten and the thought of hot, meptyzawas almost more than she
could bear.

'‘Hold my hand.' He held out his hand and she hadke it. 'This
courtyard seems very much overgrown and | don'ttwan to trip
and fall.’

His fingers gripped hers as they made their waypsscthe wide
quadrangle of the court, among the tangles of deliavhich had
spread from the parent shrubs and trees growirnigstghe walls that
seemed to be very high. Nick seemed to have am eye for the
geography of these old courts, but Delia had tledirfg they had
stepped into some benighted villa where only ghosée in
residence.

She was proved correct, for when they reachedrtirg tioor and
found the iron bell-pull, the hollow ringing soumdich it made in
the interior of the place brought no one to thesistance. The
neglected courtyard was an obvious sign of the owadsence, and
Delia could have wept with disappointment. She sadoped that
they would find warm sanctuary for the night, bostead they



knocked on the door of an empty house and distudodyg an owl
keeping his vigil in the great gable above the door

‘The place is unoccupied,' said Nick, 'but it wibvide a roof for the
night if I can find a window to open.’

'Nick, I—' Delia looked about her and saw shadoweryvhere and
the dark shapes of straggling shrubs. 'l don't nfiaictly staying here.'

‘We have not much alternativana.'He spoke in a firm voice, letting
her know that he would brook no feminine scrupM# can't keep
walking about in the dark, and | have to confess tlam feeling the
cold, as most Latins do when the sun goes down.'

'Oh, Nick, you make me feel guilty - | have youate-'

‘You are welcome to my coat, but now we have fosaohething
resembling a household we are going to make the ofds Now
stay here, right here, while | take a look at thdr windows and
attempt a way in. As the place is deserted we siodlbe accused of
trespass. You will do as | say?'

'‘Let me come with you?' she pleaded. 'lt's so dark—

‘The darkness can't hurt you, so don't become enaitat a time like
this. You actually laughed during therremoto.Did that hold less
terror for you than staying here in this deep pavtiie | add to my
black arts by becoming a housebreaker." Suddeslyitgers were
gripping her chin and she saw the dark shine oéhes as he gazed
down at the pale shape of her face. 'What an omaticreature you
are, to shiver at a shadow and endure real danijeransense of
humour! | shall leave you alone for no more thd@vaminutes, but |
am flattered that for once you don't wish to bédédne by me.'

‘"You do indeed flatter yourself.' She pulled awayt him with a jerk
of her head, and she heard him laugh low in hisathThen he had



left her all alone and she could hear him rustimthe shrubs like a
great animal, seeking the windows of the villaha hope of finding a
loose catch, or one that would yield to the blafdei® pocket- knife.
She drew back into the porch as his footfalls faaledy around the
great bulk of the building, and she could hearltfa@es of the trees
whispering around her, and the cold touch of thedwagainst her
silk-clad legs.

What a day this one had been! And now it was téobewed by a

night alone with Nick, that good-bye on the dockiNaples held at
bay by circumstances beyond their control. Shequkat the little

jewelled dial of her wrist- watch and caught hezdth. It was almost
eleven o'clock and in one hour's time the ship d@eit sail without
her, and Joe Hartley would report to the Captaat #ihe had not
come aboard. Joe would be the one to do that bedsisvould be
concerned for her welfare. Questions would be asKeithe other
passengers who had gone ashore for the day, andl®aould be

bound to say that she had seen Delia with Nick diréa.

Oh lord! Delia closed her eyes against the imagiefscandalized
glances when it was disclosed that she had spentaly in the
company of the notorious Conte, and .by her noreaggnce proved
that she was probably spending the night with henwall. Such a
shack of gossip would be handed around on a @atkpy morning

-C.

she would no longer be referred to as the cool Msge. It would be
assumed that Nick Franquila had melted her resergdkept her with
him in Naples.

Oh, it wasn't the gossip she so much minded -Herkmew the truth
of the situation - it was that a twisted versiortha truth should get to
the ears of Marsh. She knew how much trust he glacker, and this
[talian adventure would seem like a betrayal of thast.



Lost in her thoughts she gave a startled cry &s la@re drawn on the
inside of the door where she stood. She drew awatyveas opened,
and standing there in the aperture, a lamp in &rghwas the tall
figure of Nick. The wick of the lamp flickered atittew his shadow
on to panelled hall walls, while Della was revealedhe doorway,

cloaked in the grey jacket, the pupils of her eyarged like a cat's
as she blinked at Nick.

'l got in by a kitchen window,' he said, 'and Idtthis lamp hanging
on the wall and still quite full of oil. Come alomg, Della. Tonight
we have the place to ourselves, though | shouldjineasomeone
comes in during the daytime to dust the cobwebsraake coffee.
The kitchen cupboard is not entirely bare, andehgsra basket of
firewood so the stove can be lit. The owners maglsent abroad, or
the villa may be for sale. In either case we artufate to have the
use of the place for the night. Come, don't stardet Come in out of
the cold.’

She obeyed him and entered the hall, which wasthigproportions
rising to a great dome of a ceiling frescoed witiats of arms and
winged figures. Revealed in only a shadowy way ey lamplight

they seemed oddly menacing up there, as if poség down on the

two intruders.

'It's quite an imposing sanctuary,' drawled Nitkok at the marble
floor and the woodwork, and those marquetry cabiset against the
walls. They are empty now, but would probably hiagkl the family
treasures. Relaxjna. It is better than a cowshed!

'l know." She forced a laugh. 'But I'm not usedttothis sort of thing.'

'l don't exactly make a habit of it," he said drygnd | am sure the
Italian owners will not begrudge us the use ofrthieplace and their
kitchen. Hospitality is a Latin virtue, and we davie a few of those. |
suggest—



And there he broke off, for as he spoke he had p&sing the light
of the lamp around the hall and it had suddenligfatipon a wide,
padded settle that stood alongside the great &ceplslabbed by a
marble mantel, with iron candlesticks upon it. Reolh against the
cushions of the settle was a large doll in a dodsed velvet - a
Lucrezia Borgia doll, which wore a relentless sraihel would have a
key between its shoulder-blades so it could be wauynm to walk.
There in the lamplight it looked almost alive fom@ment, as if it
might move on its own, with a rustling of its Flatime skirts.

As Nick stared at the face of the doll it seeme@d#bia that all the
blood seeped away from beneath the brown skinsofawe and left
him with a curiously drawn look.

It was as if the waxen-faced doll reminded him afrawned child,
and instantly Della swooped on the doll and tosisedt of sight into
a dark corner of the room. 'l hate those thinds' said. 'They're
neither childish nor adult - Nick, shall we go astdrt the stove for
some coffee? | feel chilled!

'Yes, let us revive ourselves with some coffeeri\sibly he pulled
himself out of that shocked trance created by tikleft on its own
in this great echoing house, the discarded or ttegplaymate of a
child who had probably preferred something moredgud

‘This is the way to the kitchen,' said Nick, anehtkeft the doll lying
in the shadows, its mocking face to the wall.



CHAPTER NINE

THE kitchen of the villa was a vast one and it wagleef when the

stove was lit, the kettle was bubbling, and theas & warm glow to
dispel the feeling that until their advent the log$hosts had come
alive in this place and had probably danced witt Borgia doll.

Nick was in the deep larder with the lamp, whileli®espooned
coffee from the caretaker's jar into the eartheewaot. There was
only a pint-sized mug, so they would have to sliaae

‘Do you fancy some tinned spaghetti in tomato s2iudiek emerged

from the larder with a can of the food in his haawal] a cobweb on his
shoulder. 'It would seem that the owners of thacelare going to
sell, for holiday absentees would have left adlitthore in their

cupboard, | should think, than a few cans of sptigaed a box of

stale rusks.’

'‘How shall we heat it?' Della automatically brushied strands of
web from his shoulder, and casual though the actias, her

fingertips tingled as if she had trespassed mare shockingly given
him the idea that she wished to touch and be tal®iee drew away
from him and her fingers clenched at her side. Wheuld she learn
that she could not be casual with Nick, or behavé she were here
for the night with Joe Hartley!

'l shall stab a knife hole in the can and aftethaee made coffee we
can place the can in the kettle and let it stearthhénhot water." A
smile quirked the edge of his mouth, but his eyesevdarkly intent
behind the half lowered lashes, so that she knewmttibe as tensed
as she was, equally aware of every glance, evetignacevery
nervous tremor.

'‘As a pair of Crusoes for the night we must maklleulse of our few
resources.' He raised the lamp and examined thegcbeams where



hams, onions and peppers would have hung; theihalgedpthe light
over the carved dresser with its rows of empty Iso6khere is a
sadness about houses unoccupied by a family, asimifuscany is
unoccupied except for a few servants. Strangeiné tbelia, that by
this time tomorrow night | shall be there, and yall be in Greece
awaiting the arrival of th&othic Star—'

'l shan't.

His black brows drew together as he stared atiieshadow thrown
high up the white wall so that Delia seemed blenaledl lost in his
darkness.

'l don't understand you,' he said, in a taut voice.

'I'm not flying on to Greece,' she said. 'lI've dedi to fly home to
England.’

'l - see." Nick turned away from her, releasing fn@m his towering
shadow as he walked to the table and placed the lgran it. Then
he went to the stove and lifted the kettle, wincshightly at the heat
of the handle. 'So you have decided that you cabheadway from
your fiance a day longer?'

‘Yes,' she agreed, and it was a relief to have rogdeer mind, and
faced the fact that she could not continue withhusse which would
be haunted for her by the memory of a man at thgsstails, a coat
thrown like a cloak around his shoulders whiledisad a cigar to his
lips and his dark head became shrouded in a m&mnoke. Only in
England could she be safe from such a memory;dddeirom it in
the protective arms of Marsh.

Marsh loved her!

That was her only certainty and she had to getino before the
rumour reached him that she had had an affair Mitk Franquila.



There had been no affair, but a strange, poigndahgerous
personage had crossed her path ... and still itnigdgt, and she was
alone with him, and the dawn would not come forrsoret.

She gave a start as the coffee mug was pressedentmand. ‘Ladies
first,' the drawl had returned to Nick's voicés'#trong and black and
will encourage you.'

‘Thank you.' She bent her head to the mug in dadavoid his eyes,
and she drank her coffee while he busied himseth whe can of
spaghetti in tomato sauce. She gathered that tbey going to eat it
straight from the can, for there wasn't a dish ptade on which to
serve it.

'‘Why don't you sit downnina.' He pointed to a wooden box tha
stood near the stove, and which the caretaker plphsed as a
makeshift seat.

'I might as well,' she agreed, but before takirgh# refilled the mug
with coffee and held it out to Nick, turned fronetkide from which
she had drunk. 'Here you are, Nick, while it'd gtilod and hot.’

‘Grazie.'He took the mug and quite deliberately he turhadaund in
his hand and took a long, satisfying swig of thekdaew. Then he
glanced up, right into her eyes, and she was gkatox was there so
she could sit down. In that instant her knees hatkcas weak as
water, and though she told herself that it was tr@adrom the
dramatic event of théerremoto,she knew what really caused tha
incredible wave of physical weakness.

Nick's lips had touched the place where hers head,@nd it was as if
she had felt that wilful underlip and that finelgiselled upper lip,

taking possession of her mouth and imparting the pad the

passion that warred together in his lean body amddarred soul.



‘Well, we are not so bad here,' he said. 'We hawd falian coffee, a
warm stove, and a supper of spaghetti to enjoynghicould have
been very much worse.'

‘Yes,' she agreed, but she noticed that he hadaqisezrla lot of the
wood in order to get the stove going and what veds douldn't

possibly last through the night. 'How shall we@atspaghetti? With
our fingers?'

‘Too slippery.' He finished his coffee, took thenfaand returned to
the larder for a moment. He emerged with the bostale rusks. 'We
can't eat these, but we can use a couple as spsahst not good
thinking?'

‘Brilliant, Nick.' She broke into a slight smilendg encircling her
knees with her arms she leaned towards the stodesajoyed the
warmth while they had it. 'For a member of the habiltayou are
very resourceful if a trifle extravagant.'

‘Extravagant.' He quirked an inquiring eyebrow. dYmade the
coffee with a lavish hand.'

'‘And you made the fire. Most of the wood has buraedy and from
the feel of the draught from under that door, Huase must be like a
Frigidaire when night closes in and the fire goes'o

‘True, but we can burn that box you are sittingamg perhaps find
one or two other items to keep the fire going.' Bimsile became
whimsical. 'l shall try to keep you warm and condbte, Miss
Friday.'

‘That doll, in the hall, it's partly made of waxdashould make a nice
flare—'

'‘No!" His smile vanished and his eyes had a dattegto them. 'It has
belonged to a child and | - | couldn't possiblyrbutt The things a



child has played with have almost a human qualygu would not
know, but one day this man, this Marsh, he will autaby in your
arms—"

Nick broke off and turned to the stove, where skarth him mutter a
curse as the handle of the kettle again scorcleedamd as he lifted it
from the stove. Delia sat tense, staring at thgues of flame as they
writhed behind the bars ... it would be impossiblenim to watch the
burning of the doll, and yet a clean, harsh burr@ngy of his bitter
memories might act like the cauterizing of a wouhdaling it,
perhaps, for ever.

He washed the mug with some of the hot water, ardlis rather a
cool voice, 'Lucky for us the caretaker left waitethe kettle - he
probably brings his own, for the water supply isad off at the main
somewhere in the cellar, | expect. Do you mind isigasupper from
the mug? It's all we have.’

'Of course | don't mind.'

'One cannot always tell with a cool Englishwomaratvshe minds
and does not mind.' The point of his knife flashiedvnwards and
Delia saw the strong cutting motion of his wristastook the top off
the can, lifting the circle of tin with the top thfe knife and releasing
the tasty aroma of the hot spaghetti and sauceerdptied the
steaming contents of the can into the earthenwaigg and then he
glanced at Delia. 'Bring your seat to the tablewadvill dig into this

before it gets cold. Some hot food inside us welken us feel more
human.'

She did as he directed, and together, using thes ras spoons, they
dipped and twirled the saucy strings of spaghetti managed to
make a fair meal between them.



'‘Not bad, eh?' Nick wiped his lips with his handkeef, and
scrubbed at a splash of tomato sauce on his smttfi must say,
Delia mia, that you are quite the good sport to be maroonéd w
listen, that disturbance of the earth has given tzagin.'

They listened together to the rustle of the raith@ncourtyard stones,
and she thought of the midsummer flowers that lég @ver the hills,
drowned now in that downpouring rain. She thoudltte olive trees
sprouting black from the ground, their leaves likany pointing
pieces of silver. And the dark flames of the cypessquenched in all
that water. Italy seemed so alive in the sun, andesiraggled in the
storm.

As she turned to face Nick and to speak her thaygthte saw
something in his face which held her immobile. Sh& his eyes
drowned in memories, as if long ago he had satlilgin the kitchen
of his house in the hills of Tuscany, making a maiu the kitchen
table while it rained, with the small girl who h#al fill the empty
places of his heart because his wife was unalide &p.

His strange bride, whom he had married becausalibken arranged
so, as it very often was among the families of IthBan nobility.
There had been no spontaneous spark of love bettinsen; no
driving desire to be together. One day the intréida¢ then the
betrothal, and finally the Cathedral wedding arallife with her that
must have been curiously empty of warmth.

Of whom - oh, God, of whom did the waxen-faced Bawpll truly
remind him? Of Donaleza, whose dark and unbalamced had
gradually filled with resentment of the child hedal?

There was a hissing sound as rain came down thmenelyi of the
stove, and Nick arose to open the top and to plam® wood upon
the falling embers. Now there were only a few id&ft in the
basket, and Della shivered in cold anticipationhaf night to come.



What were they going to do about getting some rékt&te was the
old cushioned settle in the hall, but no rugs of sort.

‘Nick-?'

'Yes, | know what you are thinking,' he said. 'Westnget some rest
and there is only one resting place in this ertoase. There is very
little fuel left, and we are both about to sharediscomfort of a cold,

uncomfortable night for the first time in our livedou might even be
thinking that we would have been just as well offive stayed in the
car, but there you are wrong. Where there has cetwne landslide
there can occur another, and now it is rainingasd the likelihood of

more rock and earth sliding down, perhaps to ertgeltar, is a very
strong one. Also we have been able to renew owgselith a warm

supper, so we are not so badly off.’

'I'm not saying we are, Nick,"' she protested. "dtways assume that
you can read my mind—'

‘Upon this occasion | think perhaps | can readh,'broke in. 'l
believe you would be less on edge and more reachgerd this as an
adventure if you were alone, let us say, with tbedgJoe Hartley -
ah, | see from the quick widening of your eyes thiaave struck a
nerve! Instead of the good Joe as your companidisiress you have
Nick Franquila, and he has the bad and recklesgagpn. My dear,'
he took a step towards her and his eyes werergimihis lean, dark,
utterly Latin face, 'are you afraid that by morniyau will no longer
be the flawless creature which Marsh Graham hasateulefor
himself?'

'Don't, Nick!" She jumped to her feet and the belkdver, creating a
sharp noise on the stone floor that made all heraseeel as if they
had been exposed ... as Nick had exposed the faah\ay like a

little curled snake in her mind. ‘It seems alway$®¢ something for
you to mock, that | have not followed the fashinmpermissiveness -



like that woman Camilla, who can hand over hercctal relatives so
she can play around. | - | despise the very thoafjbeing cheap and
shop-soiled - a creature handed from man to maralikulgar picture
from a pin-up magazine.'

Delia was breathing quickly with emotion as sheethd\ick,
clutching at words for her shield and her weaplodon't doubt that
you would prefer to be sharing this night with some like Camilla -
if it is true that you prefer the tawdry peopletinit world.’

‘Are you asking if | prefer you to Camilla?' Hisesyhad narrowed
and the lamplight flickered over the strongly defiroonework of his
face but could not penetrate the shadow in his-claft. The subtle
power and pain of his personality was so strikireg Della wondered
how she found the nerve to parry insults with H8he would surely
find a safer refuge in tears and a show of femifagility, but like a
proud little fool she fought him on her feet, chited, and eyes as
stormy as the rain-swept night.

'l think Camilla is a little too willing and you efer the sport of the
chase,' Della rejoined. 'Or you pretend to.'

'‘Pretendnina?'His tone of voice was as dangerous as his fahat 'T
Is a risky word to use to a man who has you saoentat his mercy in
a lonely, empty house. Who would hear you if yoteamed?. . .
certainly not this man in England, who has sucldibig principles
that he has never been tempted to melt you dowm antvarm,
yielding, desirable woman. No, he prefers his ladlysnow, his
shapely block of ice, his white and gold Galatedenpedestal. And
you? What at heart are you? A girl who wants névexperience the
true joy of being a woman?'

'‘Whatever | want - whatever | look forward to hashing to do with
you, Nick. Nothing! And suddenly, without warninggr eyes were
heavy with tears and that awful feeling of weakr®sept over her.



She turned away from him and crushed her eyeliggndaver the
foolish tears. She didn't hear him approach andgbkbek all through
as his hand came down on her shoulder.

'l hope,nina, that you really love this man," Nick said quietAnd |
hope he loves you. There is nothing crueller os @arth than a
marriage made to suit circumstances rather tharhélagt. | speak
from bitter experience and if | am tonight a mamirwhom you turn
as if from the devil himself, then blame it on myughful, folly in
thinking that love can come with patience, evenueadce. Love is
either a flame in the heart, or a stone on the, smd we make our
own pyre of lost illusions and broken dreams wherflaut the gods
of love.'

Abruptly he swung her to face him and placing adhamder her chin
he made her look at him with her wet and stormyse'#ill you be
marrying Marsh Graham because you love him? Oryoeill become
his bride in payment of a debt of gratitude?’

'l love him - love him!" she cried out defiantlin ‘all the years I've
known him he has never hurt me the way you haveh&tenever
spoken to me the way you have. He has treated wayslwith
kindness and | hope to marry him soon - very soon.'

‘Thenche sera, serasaid Nick, and his fingertips felt as if theytle
their imprint in her upper arms as he releasedahertook up the
lamp. 'Come, we are going to have to bed down éenhéll and it
seems useless to keep the fire going in here.’

Delia heard him as if from a distance, and she llem@a dreamer to
pick up his jacket which had dropped from her stietd when he had
taken hold of her. She shivered, for the kitches gaing very cold
as the fire sank, and there was only one placeenthely might make
themselves reasonably comfortable. He picked upnibeden box
and she followed him from the kitchen and alongpghssage to the



hall. Their shadows joined in the lamplight, buéytthwere already
many miles aparChe sera, seraje had said. The dice were flung
the cards were called, and what had been said cotloe unsaid.

In breaking up the wooden box Nick made noise ehdagvake the

shadows, and he seemed to know all about theseg/,hieigh-sided

settles which adorned these old halls, for afteavtimg the cushions
in a heap on the floor he opened the top of thitesatd revealed the
capacious, hollow interior.

‘We had one at Nonngslazzowhen | was a child.' His voice, his
face, his manner, all were as sardonic as Dels femembered
them. 'Angelo and | often used it as a hiding plaage was our
fortezza,our knightly resting place, our hideaway for quesible
objects brought in from the garden - see!' He rieekéhat in this
instance the interior of the settle had been usealstoring place for
old newspapers and magazines. As he lifted outrakewd the
newspapers, something ran dark and leggy acrogsdysleeve, and
Delia turned away with a shudder she couldn't ipridormally she
was unafraid of spiders and shadows and the dittlendows in the
rain. But tonight... tonight she was on edge asumyg cat in a strange
house, and the man who shared with her the nightrehouse was
as unpredictable as the Italian weather.

She had always believed the Italian climate todgnaooth as the oil
from its olive trees, gay and exuberant with surilignd filled with
song.

But Italy was more than a holiday land ... it wgsace where people
lived and loved and suffered. It was Nick's countapd as she
watched him balling paper and making a small firehe immense
grate, she hoped with all her heart that he wotdg s Italy and

make a new life for himself.



‘There!" as the flames leapt. 'That should takelileoff the air for a
while.'

He returned to the settle and took out an armfuhafazines, then
before closing down the heavy lid he went over teke Delia had
thrown the Borgia doll and he placed it inside $kéle, out of sight.
‘These books will help augment our fuel when theawgives out," he
said. He replaced the cushions after giving eaéhathump and a
shake to remove some of the dust. 'Come, Delia,enyaurself

comfortable and perhaps try to get some sleepshde his cuff and
took a glance at his wristwatch. 'The ship has setsail and | would
advise you to forget about those people who miglssip. They are
not to know that we are together.'

'‘Camilla knew,' she reminded him.

'S0?' He shrugged his shoulders and dusted histanthe sides of
the trousers which had been so impeccable whenhihegtarted out
from the ship.

‘She was a - friend of yours.' Delia held her ownds to the warmth
of the burning wood in the grate.

'Please not to hesitate before that word friengtk ISaid crisply. 'l
had my reasons for being a friend of that rathgtldyoung woman.
Admired and courted, as she wished to be, she \itfle aicer to that
honey-haired child, who will be better off with hgrandfather in
Italy. I understand that he is not Italian born bag made his home in
my country for many years. Yes, Honey will be fiméh him, and her
mother can then set about finding the husband sbda

'So it was Honey?' Delia half-turned her head wklat him, the
swing of her honey-gold hair against the fine- piale of her profile,
glistening in the firelight.



'Did you believe that | wished to be trapped byoddgdigger?' he
drawled, hands thrust into his trouser pocketsestbod there, a
sardonic smile on his face. 'Yes, how shelteredhae been, Dolly
Neve. It must be the first time in your life thaiuyhave met a man
like me ... ah, dear, how well | recall those firstments on the ship
when you stood there in sophisticated mink andgkdp/our orchids
to the deck. Had it been any other female but attresuch large and
rather lost eyes | should have thought the orchid®me-on, and
much more imaginative than the usual dropped handlef. Do you
know what | thought?'

'No - and don't tell me!'

'l think | must, for | don't wish to go out of yoliie being thought of
as quite the rake. | looked at you and | thoughmigself, "How
beautiful she is, and how | would love to scorchWwangs if it was
not so obvious that she is not long out of the salig"." His smile
became whimsical. 'l am truly amazed that | havenls® angelic as
to return you to your fiance without a scorch- markyour golden
wings.'

'You seem very sure that | would allow my - my w8rig be scorched
by you.' Delia tilted her head just a fraction ma@e that her hair fell
over her eyes and concealed their expression fiom h

‘There have been momentsielo, | am not a boy, Delia! And now |
suggest that you come and rest instead of drooghege in the
firelight.'

‘And what are you going to do, Nick?' She rose ¢o feet, her
moment of weakness conquered as she pushed bdaitlieom her
brow. 'We must both get some rest and you candria cold, dirty
floor.'



'It was not my intention.' His eyes held hers. 'New are not to get
me wrong, child, for at this moment | am being tleey sensible

Crusoe who has charge of this affair - ah, apog@#air is not quite
the word! But what | mean to say is that we mustslthe settle and
keep each other warm - it is necessary, Della,att gou dare to
look at me as if | have something other than yoetfavre on my

mind. Now we will be reasonable about this, eh?’

'l - 1 don't appear to have a choice,' she saiolu Will get pretty cold
in your shirtsleeves, and | should hate to seli$iadg the settle—'

‘Then, that is settled." A smile flickered on hgs! 'Now | imagine
there is ggabinettasomewhere above stairs, so | am going to light t
way so that you can make yourself comfortable lee¥oe go to bed.
Come!’

‘That, signore must be a favourite word of Latin males to the
hen-pecked females!

‘You have the gender wrong,' he reproved her. LBti@ male crows,
he does not lay eggs.’

They explored the upper regions of the villa anthfiba bathroom. It
was terribly dusty and fearfully cold, but Dellaubdn't help but
appreciate the common sense of the Latin male, #ral
thoughtfulness, for Nick allowed her to take thenpainto the
gabinettowhile he waited on the landing in the total dassieShe
could hear him whistling to himself, and she smileat she had ever
thought that he didn't care a fig about anyonehbuself.

She emerged from the bathroom with the lamp andédwhit to him.
'It's dark in there,' she said.

'It's dark out here - will you mind for just a femoments?"

'Heavens, no!'



He disappeared and the door closed, and Della kuggeself in the
cloak of his jacket, feeling the silk lining agdinser skin. The
darkness all around her was absolute, and wherhsael a faint
scuttling sound, her skin seemed to crawl agaheststlk. And she
could hear the wind moaning around the tall chinsnefythe house,
and finding a way in through the window cracks. 8fas so utterly
glad when Nick rejoined her that she could havedlberself at him.
He seemed to sense this, for he put his arm arbends they made
their way down the stairs to the glow of their spdike in the hall.

Now had come the moment, she knew. A feeling alrbasie-like,
for she knew she was about to sleep in Nick's aamd,she knew it
would be for the one and only time, with no rapture regrets, and
no repeat performance.

With an impersonal efficiency he made her lie wigr shoulders
against the high back of the settle and he arraagadhion so that
her feet, from which he removed her shoes, werlsad in a pocket
of warmth.

Another cushion was tucked beneath her head amaithleis jacket
around her with her arms in the sleeves.

'Like a strait-jacket,' she nervously smiled.

'‘One of us is going to need it,’ he muttered, aadwent to the
fireplace, where he spent about ten minutes teanifpe magazines
and twisting them into paper sticks to keep the going for as long
as possible.

It also seemed to Delia that he was waiting fortbeirop off to sleep,
but she was too tense, despite her weariness,igeddry action and
every movement had such an effect on her nervesstma just
couldn't relax. Again like a bride she seemed toabaiting her
bridegroom, as fearful as she was expectant.



As the fire smoked and flamed, Nick came to hemyaag the lamp.
'‘We can let this stay alight for as long as thdasts,' he said. 'In the
morning | can leave money so the caretaker candomye more.
Well, nina,' he stood over her, 'are you now feeling more uéxtf

She nodded, for her throat was too dry for speBhb.saw him take
off his shoes, set down the lamp so the flickeligigt was not in their
eyes, and her heart pounded as he slid on to tthe Beside her and
arranged his long body so she was protected anth@ehby his legs
and arms.

He spoke abruptly: 'Just think of yourself as dd;hhe ordered.
'‘Pretend you are Honey.'

But it wasn't as easy as that. All she could thehkwith his arms
around her, here in this dim and smoky hall, was tto one would
ever believe that she had slept, unkissed, in times aof Nick
Franquila. None but she would ever know that heldcdae so
strangely kind, and as the warmth and drowsineds strer her, she
yielded to the forbidden joy of being close to hand suddenly she
slept as if, indeed, she were a child.

She awoke hours later as naturally as a childelges seeking the
daylight that straggled through a grimy window. kst she was
bemused and only conscious of physical warmth aetl-lveing.
From her toes to her throat she was bathed inldkatous warmth,
and all around there was a stillness as dawn dedgugit of the arms
of night. There was no sound of rain ... but bembat ear there was a
curious, regular pulsing ... and her bemusemedtdke she realized
that her head was at rest upon the breast of themvahose arms she
was closely cradled. It was the most awesome sengather life ...
the most intimate thing which had ever happendtkto



She lay very still, as if the slightest movemewotyvnwould wake him
and rob her of the astounding discovery that evamaa such as Nick
was made vulnerable by sleep--he was a Samson siath his
power and assurance ... his dark head thrown lgokst a worn silk
cushion, his lips slackened into a semblance ofthyou a youth
which the darkness of his beard had to dispel.

Now it was morning she ought to wake him and putlaf his arms,
but she was gripped by reluctance, for he was sfpndly asleep,
and so lost to all the past, and all the future.drEamed like a boy
again, and she was loath to disturb him ... not.yebt just yet .. and
closing her eyes again she rested against the theaghe hoped his
return to Tuscany would heal one day.

She seemed to slumber awhile between waking aradiing, but it
was no dream when her eyes opened again and shd feigk

looking at her. It was a soundless, timeless, s&aydook, as if he
were making a memory of her face, as she made aomenh his.

Even ungroomed, she thought, he retained his raitishction. With
his hair ruffled, his chin unshaven, and his ey#issfumberous, he
did not repel her. He was like a tiger, she tolcsék, roused in his
den and ready to go hunting.

'‘Hungry?' he asked, and he was looking at her akafoused his
appetite.

At once she felt all the panic which had been abadle he slept.
Now he was awake and aware as she was of how gltesl had
come together in the night, so that she seemee@dueithin the long,
hard curve of his body, shackled by his legs asdahns. He was no
longer the vulnerable sleeper, and she could Feehtuscles of his
arms as he held her, the vital aliveness of his against hers.

'‘Breakfast would be welcome," she said primly. '‘Baton't much
fancy spaghetti out of a can.’



‘Nor I.' He looked at her a moment longer, and ttesped a hand
over his chin.'Cielo, no wonder you are studying me like a bir
hypnotized by a big cat! | must look all fur andkcfles to a girl who
has never before slept with a man.'

'l - 1 didn't exactly do that,' she protested. "aid to keep warm - we
had to share this couch.'

‘All the same,’ he quirked a wicked black eyebrédtvijs a new
experience for you, seeing how shaggy the maleeogpecies looks
first thing in the morning.’

‘But no new experience for you," she flashed b&zeing how a
woman looks!

‘Naughty, naughty,' he mocked, and again his eye=sdrlazily over
her ruffled hair. 'l have never yet seen how guatyentirely innocent
woman can look when she wakes up to find hersedfmman's arms.
All you are longing for is to be out of my arms;?eh

'If you don't mind, Nick.' Her gaze dropped to thsoat, with the
chain of his medal drawn across the brown skin éikgolden scar.
'‘We have that long drive to Naples and | - | havensich to do. My
flight home to book, and a travelling dress to biisis one I'm
wearing must look a wreck!'

‘Yes, as you say there is much to do." Abruptlydrims fell away
from her and he removed himself from the settle lithe, unwinding
movement of his long body. He stretched his arntslaosened his
muscles, and then gave Della a helping hand.

Once upon her feet she and Nick surveyed each atherhad to
laugh. 'We both look wrecks," she said.

'Indeed we do, and there is little we can do alioWe have no fire to
boil the water remaining in the kettle, but | suppave can give our



faces a handkerchief scrub. After which | suggestnvake our way to
the car and turn back in the direction of AmalfieWan breakfast
there and take the train to Naples. It will in tbeg run be quicker
that way.'

Nick had it all organized in his mind, so Delial fiel with his orders.
Half an hour later they crossed the overgrown gauc of the villa

which had sheltered them for the night; the sunmeag splashing its
brightness over the damp stones and the treestihagmitted the

smell of rain. Webs glittered among the shrubs,kards swooped on
the fallen leaves where insects lay trapped andentbhdir gaily

derisive morning noises.

At the gates of the villa Della and Nick glancedtlhb@ unison; in
daylight it looked empty and pathetic, with most tbe upper
windows shuttered.

‘Not arrivederci but good-bye," Nick murmured, and Della had tf
rather sad feeling that he was already saying dpyedto her.

They made their way down the slope of the roadcivinas still very
quiet except for the birds. They didn't speak veuch, and found the
coupe awaiting them where they had left it lashhid\ lot of the
fallen earth had puddled into mud and Delia wasualto walk
through it to the side of the car when Nick stopped and without
saying a word swept her up in his arms. He catrexdo the car and
lowered her to her feet beside it. He unlockeddbers after she
handed him the keys from her purse - put theredt®-keeping. Then
they were inside the car and he was carefully lmacikialong the road
until they reached a bend and he was able to nmekeeitn that would
lead them back to Amalfi.

There, as he had promised, they had a much needekifést, with
plenty of coffee, thick slices of ham, and eggsedtma turn by the
plump, jolly cook of the samtattoria where they had lunched the



day before. Nick made inquiries about trains anchd&gn they were
aboard the one bound for Naples.

Delia dozed with her head against the prickly pjastd all the way to
Naples the wheels of the train seemed to rattleaoutessage of
farewell to Italy and to Nick. Behind her closedkgs Delia felt the
burning sensation of tears, for each rushing mikes Wwringing her
nearer and nearer to the moment when she woulddutltier hand
and say farewell to Nick.

'Forever, and forever, farewell—
If we do meet again, why, we shall smile.’

Upon their arrival in Naples, Nick booked her irireg Vittorio Hotel,
as if already it would be wiser for them not totbgether at his hotel
for these few remaining hours. He then asked trek aderk to
arrange for her a booking on the earliest flightémdon. The clerk
rang the airport and then reported that there wbeld seat on the
night flight to London Airport, if that would be sgable.

'‘Nothing earlier?' she asked urgently, while Nit#osl beside-her
and looked quite impassive, as if all that mattered was that her
arrangements for departure be settled.

The clerk inquired again, and then shook his head.
‘The the night flight will have to do,' she sakle’ase book it for me.’
'Si, signorina.’

Nick drew her away from the desk and they stooddeea potted
palm while he said that he now had to go to his batel to bathe and
change and collect his luggage, delivered theral#yebefore from
the Gothic Star.



'l can return to say good-bye, if you wish?' hel sai

But Delia bravely shook her head. 'Let's get itrovgh, Nick,' she
replied, and this was the moment when she helteniand for their
good-bye handshake. But he didn't take her handsttilenly
inclined his head with Latin formality. "You haveyrbest wishes,
Delia,’ he said. 'May you be happy.'

And then he was gone, striding out through the gwdoors, and
leaving such an empty space that Delia almost s@daut a protest.
She stood there by the potted palm for what seemedillion
shattered moments, and then she pulled herselthigeClenching
her fingers around her purse, she went out ong€tirso Uberto and
sought the shops where she might buy new lingaedeaadress, not to
mention toiletries, including a packet of pine-seéar a bath that
would help soothe away the ache which had spreau lfrer heart to
every other portion of her body.

Carrying her purchases in a holdall she returnedadvittorio Hotel
and applied for the key to her room. Once therdatieed herself in
and stripped off her creased dress ... the dregshwilesterday had
looked so cool and fresh.

For about an hour she soaked in warm, bubbly watet,she tried

with all her will to shut from her mind that vergst glimpse she had
had of Nick's face. He had looked so - so formalvghdrawn, as if

they had not really shared those hours that shé sinetch through

all the nights to come ... those hours maroonedthay in the hills

beyond Sorrento, cut off by a landslide.With a shief distress she
could not control she stepped from the bath andleedl herself in a
large towel. Then she walked through to the bedraaohtaking up

the telephone asked that a pot of tea be sent tobe. Oh God, how
she needed a cup of tea! How she needed the saraléicourage

that it would give her!



She dressed in the new lingerie, and the almonerglieen dress
which she had bought off the peg in one of thelyegbod Italian
shops on the Corso. She brushed her hair unhibnhe, and made up
her face in her usual light-handed way, and walniga little more
composed when the waiter arrived with her trayeaf and biscuits.
Also on the tray were her flight tickets, which Hagken sent to the
hotel by messenger. She thanked the waiter anddippn, and then
settled down to pass the remainder of the afternotre seclusion of
her room.

Darkness was drifting in, and the many lights o thorso were
gradually coming to life, like night flowers, wheal at once the
telephone rang on the table beside the bed anad Bkeflost jumped
out of her skin, for so unexpected was the souhd.sfared from the
window at the faint pale outline of the telephoaeg she thought of
Nick. Was he ringing her to underline their goo&®yOh, but surely
Nick would be gone from Naples by now, on his wayTuscany,

going back to the life he had left all those yesgs.

She approached the telephone and lifted the madbpieeling at
the same time the shakiness of her legs as she stere and spoke
her name at the caller.

'Delia?’

Her heart jolted. 'Marsh?' But it couldn't be! Howuld he know
where to reach her? 'Is it really you, Marsh?'

'‘Who else would it be?' His voice came with unexpadiarshness
along the line, which faintly crackled to let hemdk that he was
calling from a distance ... from England. 'Were yoyecting a call
from your Italian lover?’



Lover? She stared at the telephone as if it coitédher ... and indeed
it was biting her, for never had she heard Margakpn such a way
to her. '‘Marsh, what are you talking about?'

'I'm sure you know," his words whipped back at hest night | had a
ship-to-shore phone call from ti&othic Star and | was informed
that you had left the ship in order to spend timdtaly with this
Italian conte.l shall take your word for it if you tell me itn4 true - if
you can give me a proper explanation as to whymmsed the boat,
and why you're still in Naples.'

‘Marsh," her voice shook, 'how did you contact reeetat the hotel?’

'‘Because | was informed last night of where ttasmte would be
staying. Are you staying with him, Della? Is herth the room with
you, listening while | demand an explanation of ybehaviour?'

'‘Demand ... explain ... always behave as you s$e&iiddenly her

blue-green eyes were blazing in the darkness ofrdloen, shot

through by the neons of the Corso theatres anduesits. 'If | say

I'm all alone are you going to believe me, Marsh? Osay that last

night | was cut off by a landslide and couldn'tigatk to the ship, are
you going to accept my word as the truth?'

'Cut off?' he cut in. 'With this Italiaconte?"

'‘Don't keep referring to Nick in that way!" AngeitivMarsh stirred
through her, and all the years of restriction,@hlg grateful, of being
fond of someone and making believe it felt likedpgame storming
to the surface of Delia's personality. 'All laggmi | was with Nick ...
he kept me in good spirits, made me warm in hissarmbrought me
alive. Alive, Marsh, so that | want to be a womaat a waxen doll
who sings when the strings are pulled, who smitdigby at all the
right people, at the right moments. Marsh, did goer want a girl
called Dolly, with windblown hair, smudged lipsticknd a run in her



nylons? Did you ever really want a wife? Tell mewand if it's true

that you can love an imperfect creature who haseragot herself
talked about with another man, then I'll believel yamd come home
to you.'

After she had said this, there was a prolonged&@at the other end
of the line, and then at last he spoke, this maa kdd always been
kind, but more generous with his money than withdmotions.

‘What do you mean, Delia?' he asked. 'When yoysagpent all last
night with this Italian fellow?’

And knowing she would shatter the porcelain imagéetvhe had of
her, Delia told him the truth. 'l slept with Nickdhquila, and he
behaved like a perfect gentleman.’

This time there was a shorter silence. 'l donfebelyou, Delia - the
fellow is a rake, not a gentleman." And then time Iclicked dead
against Delia's eardrum, and she knew that for Msing was an item
in his collection which had suddenly lost its vahred had no more
place in that perfect, speckless house of his ohrRond Hill. He had
taught her truth and when she told it, he thouglkttsld a lie. The
only real, rough, ravishing truth was that she tbMgck ..-. Nick who

had asked if she wished to become part of a calechstead of

being loved for herself...herself... Dolly Neve.

She would still leave Italy, for it was still to@ignantly remindful of

Nick. She would return to England and seek to naagieging career
apart from Marsh. She would find a way to be hapmnd she would
pray that Nick also found some happiness at ladtdath not rejoin

that gay carnival that led nowhere.

She packed into the holdall the clothing she hadatded, shrugged
herself into the doeskin jacket she had boughtpmadared to leave
for the airport. She briefly rang the desk to dagt tshe would be



leaving and would they make up her bill, then shietty let herself
out of the room and locked the door.

This was the hour when there was a lull betweerstguleurrying
down for dinner, or a night out on the town, andi®sde down in
the lift all alone. She stepped out and there Wwasiarble reception
desk just across the expanse of red carpet. Thesd¢he potted palm
where she had said good-bye to Nick ... there #me chair ... there
the long legs, impeccably clad in dark grey suitem¢ean hand hung
down at the side of them, a crested ring on thdldmger, a cigar
locked between the long fingers and slowly raisedil a cloud of
aromatic smoke drifted from the palm-concealed lips

She had to be dreaming, of course. Nick was mikeg/dy now, and
this was just a guest at the hotel, lounging thatk a cigar before
going in to dinner ... or perhaps he waited to @kady dancing?

Her legs felt as if the bones were melting, yetiskto walk past the
potted palm on her way to the desk, she had to rtidse few yards

somehow, and see a stranger's eyes brush heafatege a stranger
who only bore the semblance of a noble ghost.

Her fingers tightened on the holdall and she wiled legs to carry
her to the desk. She wouldn't look ... and thenjsstehad to look ...
and with a rakish, and wholly possessive smilekNase from the
depths of the cane chair and came towards her wmasthilimitable
dark grace. No guest ... no ghost ... but a veaal kiuman being, who
when he reached her side quickly slid around helylbm warm,
supporting arm.

'Let us settle your bill and be off," he said, asincasually. "You will
be travelling by nightia cara,but on a train, not a plane, and not t
London but to Tuscany.'



In a sort of daze she left the hotel with him, #@mele at the kerb was
a taxi piled with luggage. They entered the taxi iset off along the
busy Gorso, heading forthe railway station andthetairport.

‘Nick—' She was in his arms now, and his eyes \Warghing at her
in the lights that streamed past the taxi winddWsu must explain
or | shall go crazy.'

'‘Being in love is being a little crazy,' he smil&lcall - long-distance
- came through to my hotel. It was, to put it blyntour fiance
assuming that you were there with me. | had tongeedor the call to
be transferred to you at the Vittorio, and at thme time | knew |
could not leave Naples until | saw you again, aftar had taken that
call. I waited in the lounge of the Vittorio, andold myself that if |
saw a girl with a happy face | would leave and kemyself what
that girl had done to my heart, and all those fgglil felt sure were
dead in me, and which she kindled into warm firaiagvith her
lovely face, and virtue, and voice. But when | saw, when | arose
from that seat beside the palm-tree, | knew yothifignt if | did not
quickly take hold of you. And when | took hold ab, | knew you
were mine and that no more did this man in Englktadd between
us. And now | will go a little crazy if you donglt me, Dolly, what
you said to him?'

'‘Why, Nick,' she touched his lean, dark face wehlmand, 'l told him
the truth, for he asked for that. | told him thiiast night | was with
you, and he chose not to believe that a man caikblperfectly the
gentleman.’

' will tell you something else, my lady." And irethear Nick softly
whistledTio amo.You seemed surprised that | should know the so
so well, but you see, | wrote it.’

'‘Nick—' she looked astounded, 'you are that mysteriltalian
composer? You wrot&iovanni, Amore?'



Yes - think how talented will be our children." Atigen the smile in
his eyes gave way to a raw blaze of love, andipssdn hers were
telling her that she was part of him, born, for himaver to part from
him. 'Madonnina, amorefie whispered.



